The Worst Best Place: Stories of Suicide in Montana by Thomas-Dejohgh, Brett
University of Montana 
ScholarWorks at University of Montana 
Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, & 
Professional Papers Graduate School 
2006 
The Worst Best Place: Stories of Suicide in Montana 
Brett Thomas-Dejohgh 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/etd 
Let us know how access to this document benefits you. 
Recommended Citation 
Thomas-Dejohgh, Brett, "The Worst Best Place: Stories of Suicide in Montana" (2006). Graduate Student 
Theses, Dissertations, & Professional Papers. 10857. 
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/etd/10857 
This Professional Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at ScholarWorks at 
University of Montana. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, & Professional 
Papers by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more information, please 
contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu. 
TH E  W O R ST  B E ST  PLA C E: STO R IES OF SU IC ID E  IN  M O N TA N A
By
B R ETT T H O M A S -D E JO N G H  
B.A., W hitm an C ollege, W alla W alla, W ashington, 2002
Professional Paper
presented in partial fu lfillm ent o f  the requirem ents 
for the degree o f
M aster o f  A rts 
in Journalism , Prin t O ption
The U niversity  o f  M ontana 
M issoula, M T
July 2006
A pproved  by:
Perry B row n, A ssociate  P rovost for G raduate E ducation 
G raduate  School
D ennis Sw ibold, C hair 
Journalism
C arol V anV alkenburg 
Journalism
C harles W ellenstein 
Social W ork
T h e  W o rs t  B est P lace: S to r ie s  o f  Su ic ide  in M o n ta n a
This project tells the story o f  M ontanans who, fo r  now, have survived their battles against hopelessness
in the state with the highest p er capita suicide rate.
C on te n ts
B a c k  from  the  brink: A  jo u r n e y  th ro u g h  M o n ta n a 's  m e n ta l  hea lth  sy s tem  1
B rea k in g  the  c y c le  10
A  reason  to live 20
A  m a tte r  o f  choice ,  o r  a  s lippery  s lo p e ?  30
M o v in g  f rom  illness  into ad v o c a c y  40
In te rv ie w  list and  b ib l io g ra p h y  50
Back from the brink: A journey  through M o n ta n a ’s m ental health system  
One woman's struggle to survive and heal after attempting suicide
“ W h e n  I g o  in to  the  hosp i ta l  1 feel l ike I 've d o n e  s o m e th in g  w ro n g .  E v e n  i f  1 h av e n ' t  
had  a  s u ic id e  a t tem p t ,  I feel n o t  on ly  tha t  1 a m  a  fa i lu re ,  b u t  th a t  I m y s e l f  a m  a  m is t a k e , "
- B r o o k e  J a q u e th
B ro o k e  Jaque th  sits in h e r  w h e e lc h a i r  a t  the  su p p o r t  g ro u p  m e e t in g  s lo w ly  ea t in g  a  p e a n u t  b u t te r  and 
je l ly  sandw ich .  S he  ra ise s  the  sa n d w ic h  to  h e r  m o u th ,  ba re s  h e r  tee th  and  ta k e s  a  s lo w -m o tio n  bite. I f  
it looks like it's painfu l ,  that 's  b ec a u s e  it is.
She 's  in her  late forties,  bu t  tha t 's  im p o s s ib le  to tell by  look ing .  B e ca u se  she 's  so th in ,  th e  sk in  on  her  
face  is sm oo th .  H e r  sa n d y -b ro w n  sh o r t  hair, uns ty led ,  is a  bit ou t  o f  contro l ,  a n o th e r  s ign  th a t  her  
dep ress ion  is w o rs e  th is  w eek .
B ro o k e  is here  to get  he lp  c o p in g  w ith  h e r  deb i l i ta t ing  ch ro n ic  pa in  and  th e  d e p re s s io n  tha t  has  taken  
o v e r  h e r  abili ty  to m a n a g e  h e r  life.
T h is  is the  m o s t  d e s p o n d e n t  I 've seen  B r o o k e  s ince  I s ta r ted  c o m in g  to  these  m e e t in g s  a  few  m o n th s  
ago. She s e e m s  m o re  g a u n t  th a n  b efo re ,  an d  m a k e s  no  e f fo r t  to  h ide  h e r  sadness .
S o m e  w e e k s  she cou ld  sm ile  o r  o f fe r  co u n se l  to  o th e r  suffe re rs .  T h is  day, sh e  is s ilen t,  s lo u c h ed  in her  
p o w e r  chair.
I 'm here  because  I w a n t  to  h e a r  th e  s to r ie s  o f  th o se  w h o  m o s t  o f ten  c o n f ro n t  su ic id e  -  p e o p le  like 
B ro o k e  w h o  are  s t ru g g l in g  w i th  m e n ta l  il lness .  E v e ry o n e  at th e  tab le  k n o w s  a b o u t  m y  projec t,  and 
th e y  k n o w  tha t  I w ill  keep  th e  su b s ta n c e  o f  the  m e e t in g s  con fiden tia l .  T hey 'l l  ta lk  to  m e  bec au se  I 've 
a lready  sha red  w ith  th e m  th e  s to ry  o f  m y  battle  w i th  an x ie ty  d isorder .
In suppo r t  g roup  lingo, I 'm  a  'consum er . '  I c o n s u m e  p sych ia t r ic  se rv ic es  -  w h ic h  can  be d o c to r  
app o in tm e n ts ,  th e ra p y  se ss ions ,  o r  m e d ica t io n s .  I d o n ’t  th in k  I'd h a v e  th e se  s to r ies  i f  I d idn ' t  h a v e  m y  
c o n s u m e r  creden tia ls ,  in pa r t  b ec a u s e  o f  th e  c o m m o n  p e rc e p t io n  a m o n g  c o n s u m e r s  th a t  m en ta l ly  
hea l th y  p e o p le  can 't  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t  m e n ta l  i l lness  fee ls  like.
I fea r  fo r  B rooke ,  bu t  I k n o w  I can  do  little fo r  her, o th e r  th a n  lis ten and  o f fe r  a k in d  w o rd  and  a hug.
It is ea r ly  S ep tem ber ,  an d  w ith in  a  w e e k  B ro o k e  w il l  beg in  a  jo u r n e y  th ro u g h  M o n ta n a 's  m e n ta l  health  
sy s tem  tha t  she  m ig h t  say  w a s  inev itab le .  A  su ic id e  a t te m p t  a t  h e r  h o m e  in M is s o u la  w ill  lead her  
eve n tu a l ly  to  the  s ta te  p sych ia t r ic  hosp ita l  in W arm  S prings ,  th e  ve ry  p la ce  sh e  w a n te d  to  avoid.
It w on  t be the  first t im e  she s a t te m p te d  su ic ide ,  and  it w o n 't  be h e r  first s tay  in the  s ta te  hosp ita l  either. 
H er  friends and  fam ily  w ill  b e  left w o n d e r in g  w h a t  m o re  cou ld  h ave  been  d o n e  for her, b u t  th e y  will 
a lso  be c o m fo r te d  by  th e  fact th a t  she 's  still alive.
A n overdose
A  w e e k  later, B ro o k e 's  t r e a tm e n t  te am  to ld  h e r  she  n e e d ed  to  be in the  hosp ita l ,  an d  th a t  th e y  w ere
con s id e r in g  h a v in g  h e r  invo lun ta r i ly  co m m it ted .  B e ca u se  she posed  im m in e n t  h a rm  to herse lf ,  she  
cou ld  be escor ted  to  a m en ta l  hosp ita l,  w h e r e  a  j u d g e  w o u ld  d e c id e  i f  th e re  w a s  ev id e n c e  en o u g h  to 
force  h e r  to  stay.
S he  felt trapped . S he  w a s  su re  tha t  c o m m it t in g  h e r s e l f  w o u ld  m e a n  th e  loss  o f  h e r  S ec t ion  8 d isab il i ty  
benef i ts  th a t  a l lo w ed  h e r  to  live in d e p en d e n t ly  - an d  co u ld  take  y e a r s  to  re -es tab lish .  B u t  w a it in g  to  be 
invo lun tar i ly  co m m it te d  m ig h t  m e a n  b e in g  pu t in th e  sta te  m en ta l  hosp i ta l  in W arm  S prings .  She 'd  
been  to W arm  S p rin g s  befo re ,  an d  sa id  s h e ’d ra the r  d ie  than  go  back.
S ee in g  no  w ay  to  save  h e r  apa r tm en t ,  h e r  jo b ,  and  the  life sh e  had  ca rv ed  out, she  to o k  an o v e rd o se  o f  
h e r  pain  m ed ica tion .
T h e  nex t day, S e p te m b e r  9, 2009 ,  a  p e rsona l  ca re  a s s is ta n t  fo u n d  B ro o k e  u n c o n s c io u s  an d  bare ly  
b rea th ing  on  h e r  b a th ro o m  floor. A n  a m b u la n c e  ru sh ed  h e r  to  Sain t  P a tr ic k  H o sp i ta l ,w h e re  sh e  w as  
p laced  in in tens ive  care .  S he  su rv iv ed  for a w e e k  an d  a  h a l f  h o o k e d  up to a  ven t i la to r ,  u n ab le  to 
b rea th e  on  h e r  ow n .  O n  th e  adv ice  o f  the  m e d ica l  staff, B ro o k e 's  f am ily  w o u ld  n o t  a l lo w  visi tors .
A f te r  n ine  days  in th e  IC U , B ro o k e  reg a in ed  c o n sc io u sn e ss .  She sp e n t  se v e ra l  m o re  d a y s  the re  until 
sh e  co u ld  sit up an d  go  to  th e  b a th ro o m  by  herse lf .
She  k n e w  she 'd  g iv e n  u p  ev e ry th in g  -  h e r  a p a r tm en t ,  h e r  jo b ,  the  se rv ic e  d o g  w h o  w a s  h e r  b es t  friend, 
and  y e t  the  o v e rd o se  d id n 't  kill her. In so m e  w a y s ,  th e  s la te  h ad  been  w ip e d  c lean .  S he  had  no  house ,  
no  jo b  and no  ab i l i ty  to  p ro v id e  fo r  herse lf .  H a v in g  g iven  up  p o w e r  o f  a t to rney , sh e  w a s  co m p le te ly  at 
the  m e rc y  o f  o thers .
B u t  in o the r  w ay s ,  the re  w a s  no  clean  s late .  R e b o o t in g  h e r  b ra in  w i th  an o v e rd o s e  o f  pa in  p ills  cou ldn 't  
e ra se  her  h o s t  o f  a u to - im m u n e  d iso rders ,  h e r  c h ro n ic  pa in ,  o r  the  d ep re ss io n  th a t  d o m in a te d  h e r  ou t lo o k  
s ince  h igh  school.
In a  cand id  in te rv iew  a t  h e r  a p a r tm e n t  a b o u t  a  m o n th  b efo re  h e r  su ic ide  a t tem p t .  B ro o k e  d isc u sse d  h o w  
h e r  m e n ta l  i l lness an d  h e r  ph y s ic a l  i l lnesses  c o m b in e d  to  o v e rw h e lm  h e r  ab i l i ty  to  cope .
" A s  th e  pa in  g o es  so  g o e s  th e  d ep re ss io n  b e c a u s e  i f  I h a v e  a  bad  pa in  day, it b r ings  m e  d o w n  a lot,” 
she  said. “ I f  I h a v e  a  lot o f  bad  pa in  d a y s  in a  row, it j u s t  really, rea lly  affec ts  m e . P eo p le  tell m e  th a t  I 
h a n d le  it rea lly  w ell ,  b u t  I don 't  th in k  I do .”
I r e m e m b e r  d o in g  a  d o u b le - ta k e  w h e n  sh e  ad ju s te d  h e r  w h e e lc h a ir  and , s o m e w h a t  unstead ily ,  g o t  to  her 
feet. “ D idn 't  you  k n o w  I can  w a lk ? ”  she sa id  w ith  a  s ligh t  sm ile .  W h e n  I a d m it te d  tha t  I a s su m e d  she 
w as  b o u n d  to th e  chair, sh e  ex p la in e d  tha t  a  d ise ase  ca lled  n e u ro p a th y  affec ted  h e r  a rm s  an d  legs. L oss 
o f  fee ling  in h e r  ex t re m it ie s  an d  loss  o f  m u sc le  in h e r  legs m a d e  w a lk in g  d if f icu lt  an d  d an g e ro u s ,  but 
poss ib le .
She said  th e  loss o f  m u sc le  t is sue  m e a n t  less s tab il i ty  an d  r isk  to  h e r  a n k le s  w h e n  she w a lk s .  She 
shuff led  the  shor t  d is tan c e  to  th e  k i tchen ,  filled a  g lass  o f  w a te r  and  b r o u g h t  it to  m e . In s tan t ly  I felt 
guilty. W h e n  she 'd  o f fe red  it to  m e , I d id n ’t r ea l ize  th e re  w a s  r isk  in vo lved  in ge t t ing  it.
Until F eb ru a ry  o f  2 0 0 8 ,  B ro o k e  w a s  fu n c t io n in g  w ell .  A t  S u m m it  In d e p e n d e n t  L iv in g  C enter,  she 
w o rk e d  as a  p ee r  ad v o c a te ,  h e lp in g  p e o p le  w ith  s im ila r  m e n ta l  i l lnesses  an d  phys ica l  d isab ili t ies  
n av ig a te  the  g o v e r n m e n t  sy s te m s  des ig n ed  to h e lp  them . “ I h e lp ed  th e m  se t  g o a ls  an d  reach  them , and
h e lp ed  ad v o c a te  for th e m ,” sa y s  B rooke .
B u t  then  h e r  d ep re ss io n  rea red  up, a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  p sy c h o tic  sy m p to m s  th a t  caused  h e r  to  h a l luc ina te  
and  h ea r  vo ices .  S he  to o k  a  leave o f  a b s e n c e  f rom  h e r  j o b  at S u m m it  in F e b ru a ry  and  ch e c k e d  into 
Sa in t  P a tr ick  H osp ita l  fo r  a t im e  b efo re  re tu rn in g  hom e .
For  B rooke ,  v isi ts  to  m en ta l  h osp ita ls  c a u se  a  d e e p  fee ling  o f  failure . " W h e n  1 g o  into the  hosp ita l  I 
feel like I 've d o n e  so m e th in g  w ro n g .  E v en  i f  I h a v e n ’t had  a  su ic ide  a t tem p t.  I feel no t  o n ly  th a t  I a m  a 
failure, bu t tha t  I m y s e l f  am  a m is ta k e ,”  she says.
B ro o k e  is also fearfu l o f  hosp ita l iza t ion .  Ins tead  o f  a  p la ce  o f  r ec o v e ry  and  co m fo r t ,  she  sees  t rea tm en t  
at a  p sych ia tr ic  hosp i ta l  as invas ive  and  th e re fo re  so m e th in g  to  endure .  S h e  k n o w s  th a t  th e  s ta f f  will 
a s k  a b o u t  sexual a b u se  as  pa r t  o f  a  ro u t in e  c h e c k  o f  r isk  fac tors ,  an d  she 'l l  h a v e  to  ta lk  a b o u t  th e  abuse  
sh e  su ffe red  as a  child .
S he 's  still dee p ly  affec ted  by  it, an d  th o u g h  sh e  k n o w s  th a t  d o c to rs  an d  h osp i ta l  s ta f f  a re  w e ll -m ean in g ,  
it's still d if ficu lt  to  ta lk  a b o u t  w ith  p e o p le  w h o  are  e s sen t ia l ly  s trangers .
“ W h e n  I 'm  in the  hosp i ta l  and  I get p s y c h o t ic ,”  she  says ,  “ I h ea r  th ings  th a t  are  rea lly  bad  an d  I see 
th ings  th a t  are  rea lly  bad  and  it's u n c o m fo r ta b le  to tell p e o p le  w h a t  I see and  hear. B u t  I h a v e  to  tell 
them  bec au se  th e y  h a v e  to  k n o w  fo r  m y  m e n ta l  hea lth  to b e  better .”
D ia g n o s e d  w ith  se v ere  d ep re ss io n  in h igh  schoo l,  sh e  a l re ad y  k n e w  the  d if fe ren ce  b e tw e e n  t r ea tm e n t  
fo r  phys ica l  i l lnesses  an d  m en ta l  ones .  “ You d o n 't  a lw a y s  get better, You g e t  so y o u  can  h a n d le  it,”
B u t  you  d o n 't  g e t  cu re d ,  y o u  d o n 't  g e t  w e l l ,  y o u  g e t ... m a n a g e d .  You're a lw a y s  lo o k in g  to  g e t  w ell  and 
the re  is no  w ell .  T h e  s y m p to m s  don 't  go  away. T h e y  w a x  and  th e y  w a n e .”
B y  the  b e g in n in g  o f  fall 2008 ,  B ro o k e  h ad  lost h o p e  fo r  th e  fu ture . S he  c o u ld n ’t go  back  to  h e r  jo b ,  
c o u ld n 't  p ro v e  to  h e r  t r e a tm e n t  te am  th a t  sh e  c o u ld  co n t in u e  to live independen t ly ,  and  she d rea d ed  
w h a t  sh e  s a w  as th e  p ro b a b le  a l te rn a t iv e  -  a  re tu rn  to  W arm  S p rin g s  an d  a  p la c e m e n t  she  likened  to a 
n u r s in g  hom e .
S he  had  ex h a u s te d  h e r  a v e n u e s  o t  suppo r t .  H e r  p sy c h ia t r is ts  cou ld  r e c o m m e n d  no  m o re  o r  d if fe ren t 
d rugs ,  an d  o n e  th e ra p is t  to ld  h e r  the re  w a s  n o th in g  m o re  she cou ld  do  fo r  B ro o k e .  H e r  s u p p o r t  g roups  
w e re n ' t  e n o u g h .  T h e  f r iends  f rom  th o se  g ro u p s  w e re  at a  loss.
A  life t im e o f  m en ta l  i l lness  h ad  g iven  B r o o k e  w a y s  to  c o p e  w ith  d ep re ss io n ,  an x ie ty  and  pa in ,  b u t  she  
g re w  to  th in k  sh e  w a s  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  d if fe ren t  f rom  m o s t  peop le .  “ I w o n d e r e d  h o w  all th e  o th e r  p eo p le  
cou ld  be h a p p y  w h e n  I d idn ' t  h a v e  th a t  fee l in g ,” sh e  says.
A sk e d  w h y  she th in k s  s o m e  p e o p le  a t te m p t  su ic id e  an d  o thers ,  desp ite  d e p re s s io n  o r  h o p e le ssn e ss ,  do 
not,  she  cou ld  o f fe r  a  fe w  reasons .  M a y b e  th e y 're  sc a red  o f  dy ing ,  she  says ,  o r  th e y  feel needed .  “ F or  
so m e  peop le ,  i f  y o u  j u s t  w a i t  a se cond ,  so m e o n e  n e e d s  y o u  — y o u r  p e t  n ee d s  y o u ,  a  f riend  n eed s  you. 
y o u r  s is te r  o r  y o u r  m o m  n eeds  you .  You know , the re 's  a  r e a so n .”
A sk e d  i f  sh e  had  re a so n s  no t to  a t tem p t  su ic ide ,  sh e  a d m it te d  she 's  scared  o f  dea th ,  bu t  says ,  “N o .  I 
d o n 't  know . N o t  in the  lo n g  ru n .”
A m  I exploi t ing  th e  s ick?
3
T his  in te rv iew  to o k  m e  by  su rp rise .  I co u ld n 't  b e l ieve  th a t  so m e o n e  cou ld  be so  m ise rab le  and  y e t  so 
brave .  B ro o k e  w a s  w il l in g  to  tell m e  a b o u t  h e r  d ee p es t  s trugg le s  and  w h a t  sh e  s a w  as her  b igges t  
failures. F or  a t im e  af te r  th is  in te rv iew  I had  a  fee ling  I w a s  ta k in g  ad v a n ta g e  o f  a  v e ry  v u lne rab le  
pe rso n  w h o  w a s n ' t  w o rr ie d  a b o u t  the  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  ta lk in g  to a m e m b e r  o f  th e  m e d ia  p e rhaps  
b ec a u s e  she d id n ’t be l ieve  she w o u ld  live to  see them .
T h o u g h  I had  ob ta ined  co n se n t  to  tell h e r  s to ry  w e e k s  b efo re  th is  in te rv iew , I w a n te d  to  m a k e  sure  she 
u n ders tood  tha t  I w a n te d  to pub lish  w h a t  sh e  to ld  m e . W h e n  w e  ta lk ed  a b o u t  th is  issue,  she  assu red  m e 
th a t  h e r  h o p e  w a s  to h e lp  o th e r  p e o p le  w h o  are  su ic ida l  rea lize  tha t  th e y  w e re n ' t  a lone.
W ith  th is  as su rance ,  co u p le d  w ith  h e r  h is to ry  o f  a d v o c a t in g  fo r  p eo p le  w ith  m e n ta l  il lnesses, I d e c id e d  I 
cou ld  co n t in u e  to  ta lk  to  her. Later,  w h e n  w e  ta lk ed  w h i le  she  w as  in the  hosp ita l ,  I a sk ed  her  each  
t im e  i f  she  w a n te d  to  ta lk  th a t  day.
T h o u g h  th is  story, an d  p e rh a p s  o th e rs  in th is  p ro jec t ,  cou ld  be seen  as an ex e rc ise  in exp lo ita t ion ,  I 
th in k  th is  w o u ld  be a  n a r ro w  v ie w  th a t  u n d e re s t im a te s  the  des ire  o f  p e o p le  w ith  m en ta l  i l lnesses  to 
co m b a t  soc ie ta l s t ig m a  and  he lp  o the r  sufferers .
“ It 's  a d a r k  p r iso n ”
C lin ic ians  w h o  trea t  p e o p le  w ith  m e n ta l  i l lnesses  u n d e rs ta n d  tha t  th o se  w h o  are  d e p re sse d  are  u n ab le  to 
see  b e y o n d  th e  p ro b le m s  th a t  h a v e  c o m e  to  d o m in a te  the ir  p e rsp e c t iv e .  Ju s t  as B ro o k e  co u ld n 't  see  a 
w a y  o u t  o f  a  c h o ice  b e tw e e n  d ea th  and  the  loss  o f  h e r  a p a r tm e n t  an d  f re ed o m , o th e rs  w ith  severe  
dep re ss io n  can 't  e n v is io n  life a f te r  lo ss  o f  a  jo b ,  lo ss  o f  a  loved  on e  o r  ex p o s u re  to  a  scandal.
" It 's  a  d a rk  p r ison , sa y s  K e n  Welt, a p s y c h o lo g is t  an d  head  o f  the  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a 's  C o u n s e l in g  
an d  P sy ch o lo g ica l  S erv ices .  "  I f  y o u 're  dep re ssed ,  y o u  look  ou t on  a  b lu e  sk y  day, and  you 're  not 
h ea r ten ed  by  it. You focus  on  loss, ab sence ,  em p tin e ss ,  iso la t ion ,  p e rc e iv e d  lack  o f  ca r in g  by  o thers  
and  th a t  sor t  o f  th ing .  That's the  filter o f  d e p re s s io n  th a t  n ee d s  to  be t rea ted  so th a t  p eo p le  are  freed 
f rom  th a t  and  can  ex p e r ie n c e  th e i r  life in all it's n u a n c e s .”
To be sure, no t all w h o  su ffe r  f rom  d e p re s s io n  b e c o m e  su ic ida l .  B u t  ac c o rd in g  to  the  A m er ic an  
A sso c ia t io n  o f  Su ic ido logy , 90  p e rc e n t  o f  p e o p le  w h o  a t tem p t su ic id e  are  su f fe r in g  f rom  a  m en ta l  
i llness. Further,  th e  r isk  o f  su ic ide  in p e o p le  w ith  m a jo r  d ep re ss io n  is a b o u t  2 0  t im e s  th a t  o f  th e  general  
popu la tion .
D esp i te  the  fac t  th a t  p rev io u s  su ic id e  a t tem p ts  a re  the  n u m b e r  o n e  p red ic to r  o f  fu tu re  a t tem pts ,  Welt 
th in k s  th a t  su ic ide  m a y  be  eas ie r  to  p re v e n t  a m o n g  th o se  w ith  a  h is to ry  o f  c o p in g  w ith  m en ta l  i l lnesses  
like d ep ress io n .  W elt says ,  “ A s  a  p sy c h o th e ra p is t  y o u  can  a sk  th a t  p e rson ,  'F low  did  you  su rv iv e  last 
t im e ?  Flow d id  y o u  g e t  th ro u g h  th is  em o t io n a l  cr is is  in the  pas t? '”
T h o u g h  t r ea tm e n t  is d if fe ren t  fo r  ea ch  patien t ,  th e  gen e ra l  s t ra tegy  is to  b re a k  th e  gr ip  o f  hope lessness .  
By  rem in d in g  p e o p le  o f  hea l th ie r  tim es ,  rec a l l in g  w h a t  w o rk e d  in th e  p as t  an d  t ry in g  to shif t  th e  focus 
a w a y  from  p ro b le m s  th a t  se em  a l l -co n su m in g ,  W^elt h o p es  to  h e lp  p a t ien ts  a lo n g  the  pa th  o f  recovery .
An In p a tien t  Stay
A fte r  h e r  s tay  in in tens ive  care, B ro o k e  w a s  t ran sfe rred  f rom  f rom  Sain t  P a tr ick  H osp ita l 's  m ain
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c a m p u s  to the P ro v id e n c e  C en te r 's  inpa tien t  m en ta l  hea lth  t r e a tm e n t  w ard .  It is a  locked  un it  tha t  takes 
up  the  en t ire  th ird  f loo r  bu t  is sep ara ted  into tw o  halves.
B ro o k e  b egan  her  s tay  in a  room  on  the  w e s t  s ide  o f  the  w ard ,  still r e c o v e r in g  f rom  the  effec ts  o f  her  
o v erdose .  I w e n t  to  v is i t  her  the re  fo r  the  firs t  t im e  sho r t ly  a f te r  she  w a s  transfe rred .  A f te r  su r render ing  
m y  cell phone ,  keys ,  b a g  and  Ipod, I w a s  taken  to  B ro o k e 's  room .
It w a s  m u c h  too  b ig  fo r  the  hosp ita l bed  an d  pad d e d  cha ir  th a t  w e r e  is on ly  furn itu re .  T h e  tan w alls  
w e re  c o m p le te ly  b a re  -  no  p ic tu res  o r  po s te rs  to  look  at, bu t  no  p ic tu re s  o r  p o s te rs  to  des troy ,  either. 
S a fe ty  o f  the  pa t ien t  an d  po ten tia l  liabili ty  to the  hosp ita l are  p a ra m o u n t  in th is  pa r t  o f  th e  unit.
B ro o k e  w a s  there ,  p ro p p e d  up in her  bed. A w ak e  bu t no t  alert,  sh e  c ro a k e d  th a t  she  w a s  h ap p y  to  see 
m e , and  soon  I fo u n d  o u t  th a t  sh e  had  b ru ised  voca l  co rds  f rom  pu l l in g  o u t  h e r  b rea th in g  tu b e  dur ing  
h e r  IC U  stay. I cou ld  tell b y  th e  h o l lo w n e ss  o f  h e r  face  tha t  she 'd  lost w e ig h t .  W e v is i ted  for a  while , 
an d  then  a n u rse  b r o u g h t  h e r  d inne r  -  a p u ree d  v eg g ie  burger .  So lid  food w o u ld  d a m a g e  her 
eso p h ag u s .  A n y th in g  sh e  d ran k  had  to  inc lude  a  p o w d e re d  th ic k e n e r  to m a k e  it e a s ie r  to  sw allow .
A  fe w  days  later, B ro o k e  w a s  t ran sfe rred  to  th e  less res tr ic t ive  eas t  h a l f  o f  the  unit.  P a t ie n ts  in the  w es t  
s ide  h ave  no  c o n tac t  w ith  each  o the r  and  m u s t  be esco r ted  to  th e  locked  b a th ro o m . O n c e  B rooke  
g rad u a ted  to  the  eas t  h a l f  o f  the  un i t  sh e  c o u ld  ea t  an d  w a tc h  T V  in a c o m m o n  room .
P atien ts  the re  h a v e  m o re  f re ed o m  to  m o v e  a b o u t  and  h ave  a  fe w  m o re  pr iv ileges .  Still, th e  a tm o sp h e re  
can  on ly  be desc r ibed  as  inst itu tional.  P a t ien ts  m u s t  d ress  in hosp i ta l  sc ru b s  until sho r t ly  befo re  b e in g  
d ischarged .  A ll food  se rved  is m o n ito re d ,  and  le f tovers  are  co u n te d  to  m a k e  su re  p a t ien ts  are  ea ting  
en o u g h .  V isito rs  still h a v e  to  s u r re n d e r  th e i r  p e rsona l  b e lo n g in g s  to  m a k e  sure  th a t  n o th in g  co m in g  
into the  un i t  r ep rese n ts  a  hazard .  H e a d p h o n e s  c o u ld  b e  u se d  to  choke ,  b o o k s  can  h id e  sha rp  objects ,  
and  cell p h o n e s  can  ta k e  u n au th o r ized  p ic tures .
O n  an o th e r  v is i t  a f te r  B ro o k e  m o v e d  to  th e  eas t  w in g ,  she  to ld  m e  she 'd  been  w ell  taken  care  o f  at 
P ro v id e n ce  C enter,  an d  w a s  g lad  tha t  she  cou ld  s tay  in M is so u la  fo r  t r e a tm e n t  instead  o f  g o in g  to  the 
s ta te  hosp ita l  in W arm  S prings .  It's at th is  p o in t  in her  r e c o v e ry  th a t  h e r  d o c to rs  w ere  d ec id in g  on  the 
n ex t  step  fo r  her.
C o u ld  she sa fe ly  g o  b a c k  h o m e ?  W as h e r  m en ta l  i l lness sev ere  en o u g h  to  w a r ra n t  p la c e m e n t  in an 
assis ted  l iv ing fac il i ty?  W ere th e re  o p t io n s  tha t  lay in b e tw e e n ?
F o r  h e r  part,  B ro o k e  w a s  d e s p o n d e n t  o v e r  the  poss ib il i ty  o f  the  as s is ted  liv ing  facility. In her  m ind ,  
th is  p la c e m e n t  w o u ld  be  “ fo rever ."  W h e n  1 su g g e s ted  th a t  th is  co u ld n 't  be  so  and  tha t  ev e ry th in g  
d ep e n d e d  on  h o w  she rec o v e red ,  she  w a s  a d a m a n t  tha t  h e r  d o c to r  to ld  h e r  it w o u ld  be forever.
T he role of stigma
W h a t is beh ind  B ro o k e 's  d read  o f  p sy c h ia t r ic  h o sp i ta ls?  W h e re  d o e s  h e r  as so c ia t io n  b e tw een  
hosp ita l iza t ion  an d  h a v in g  failed as a  p e rso n  c o m e  f rom ?
S o m e  c l in ic ians  say  th a t  th e  fea r  as so c ia te d  w i th  p sych ia t r ic  h o sp i ta l iza t io n  has  less to do  w ith  the 
co n d i t io n s  o r  level o f  t r e a tm e n t  a t  th e  h o sp i ta ls  and  e v e ry th in g  to  do  w i th  th e  s t ig m a  assoc ia ted  w ith  
hosp ita l iza t ion  an d  m e n ta l  i l lness in genera l .
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Welt's  co l league ,  Dr. D av id  B row n , sees  a  s trong  sense  o f  sh a m e  assoc ia ted  w ith  p sych ia tr ic  
hosp ita l iza t ion .  “ W e h a v e  a long  h is to ry  o f  lo o k in g  at p eo p le  w h o  are  in s t i tu t ionalized  as h av in g  failed 
in so m e  m a jo r  w a v ,” he says.
T h e  recen t h is to ry  o f  p sych ia t r ic  h osp ita ls  is o n e  o f  a  shift,  b eg u n  in the  m id -1 9 5 0 s ,  f rom  an em p h as is  
on inst i tu tionaliza t ion  and  cus tod ia l  care  to w a rd  c o m m u n i ty -b a s e d  m e n ta l  hea l th  ca re  tha t  seeks  to 
p re se rv e  a  p e rson 's  co n n e c t io n  to  family, friends,  an d  o th e r  soc ia l supports .
W elt p a in ts  a  b le a k  p ic tu re  o f  a  po licy  b ased  on  in s t i tu t ionaliza t ion .  “ W h e n  I w a s  [younger] ,  w o rk in g  
at th e  sta te  hosp ita l fo r  a  shor t  t im e, the  p o p u la t io n  w a s  e n o rm o u s .  T h e re  m u s t  h a v e  been  th o u sa n d s  o f  
p e o p le  there ,  m a n y  o f  w h o m  had  been  the re  fo r  v ir tua lly  th e re  w h o le  life t im es  -  a lw a y s  c o n tr ib u t in g  to 
s t igm a.  T hat 's  all c h a n g e d .”
P ro b le m s  w ith  in s t i tu tionaliza t ion  -  iso lation ,  s t ig m at iza t io n ,  lack  o f  a soc ie ta l  ro le  fo r  the  pa t ien t ,  little 
h o p e  o f  l iv ing  a  n o rm a l  life -  h a v e  been  r e p la ce d  by  the  p ro b le m s  o f  c o m m u n i ty  care .  C h i e f  a m o n g  
these  is the  d iff icu lty  p e o p le  h ave  w ith  ac c e ss in g  ca re  w'hen th e y  are  suic ida l.
B ro w n  th inks  that,  as b ad  as a  po licy  o f  ea sy  ins t i tu t iona liza t ion  m a y  h a v e  been ,  th e  p e n d u lu m  has 
s w u n g  back  too  far  in th e  o th e r  d irec tion .
“ W e 've  had  the  ex p e r ie n c e  o f ten  o f  so m e o n e  w h o  is ta lk ing  d irec t ly  a b o u t  su ic ide ,  an d  h a v in g  d if f icu lty  
ge t t ing  th e m  adm it ted  into local p sych ia t r ic  un its ,” says  B ro w n .  “ A n d  I d o n ’t . th ink  it's r e lu c tan c e  on 
th e  pa r t  o f  th e  p sych ia t r ic  un i ts  to take so m e b o d y  in, it's a  m a tte r  o f  h a v in g  en o u g h  b e d s .”
L a c k  o f  fund ing  for m en ta l  hea lth  care  in M o n ta n a  is at least par t ly  to  b la m e  fo r  su f fe re rs  no t  ge t t ing  
p ro p e r  care ,  says  B ro w n .  “  W e're  te rr ib ly  u n d e r fu n d e d ,”  B ro w n  says. “ M o n ta n a  has  o n e  o f  the  w o rs t  
s ta tis t ics  fo r  su ic id e  and  on e  o f  th e  w o rs t  b u d g e ts  fo r  m en ta l  hea lth  fu n d in g  ou t there .  A n d  th o se  tw o  
th in g s  a ren 't  n ec es sa r i ly  co rre la ted ,  bu t  at th e  s a m e  t im e  w e  h a v e  a  lot o f  p eo p le  w i th  c h ro n ic  m en ta l  
i l lness o r  d ep re ss io n  and  n e e d in g  s o m e  he lp  th a t  a ren 't  ge t t ing  he lp .  P ar t  o f  th a t  is the  fu n d in g .”
T h o u g h  he  and  o the r  p ro v id e rs  a c k n o w le d g e  th a t  co n d i t io n s  cou ld  be  im p ro v e d  at h o sp i ta ls  like the  one 
in W arm  S prings ,  W elt sa y s  m o s t  ca reg iv e rs  a re  ca r ing  p eo p le  d o in g  the  b es t  th e y  can  w ith  lim ited  
resources .
D akota  House and  feeling better
B y  H a l lo w e e n ,  B ro o k e  had  b een  m o v e d  to  D a k o ta  H o u se ,  a p la ce  fo r  p eo p le  to  live w h o  are 
t r an s i t io n in g  f rom  inpa tien t  ca re  b u t  a ren 't  rea d y  to  go  hom e .
F ro m  there ,  she  w e n t  h o m e  for th ree  w ee k s ,  until th e  s igh t  o f  h e r  c a th e te r  s ta rted  t r ig g e r in g  f lashbacks  
to  th e  sexual ab u s e  th a t  hau n ted  her. She says  sh e  b e c a m e  d iso r ie n ted  and  w a s  h a v in g  h a l luc ina tions .  
She reached  ou t to  D a k o ta  H o u se ,  and  th e y  h ad  a  m e m b e r  o f  h e r  t r e a tm e n t  te am  call her  and  that 
p e rso n  m a d e  th e  dec is io n  to  call th e  po l ic e  and  p ro v id e  an a m b u la n c e  to  ta k e  h e r  to  the  em e rg e n c y  
room .
U nfor tuna te ly ,  th e re  w e re  no  ava i lab le  e m e rg e n c y  b e d s  for p sych ia t r ic  ca re  in M is so u la ,  so sh e  w as  
ta k e n  to W arm  S prings ,  w h e r e  she s tayed  fo r  16 days.
T h e re ,  d o c to rs  ad ju s te d  h e r  m e d ica t io n s ,  r e d u c in g  m a n y  o f  th e m ,  and  sw i tc h e d  her  m a in  m e d ica t io n  for
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depress ion .
W h e n  sh e  re tu rned  h o m e ,  she w e n t  b ack  to h e r  sch ed u le  o f  m e e t in g s  -  su p p o r t  g ro u p s  fo r  se lf-es teem , 
an x ie ty  and  w e ig h t  loss, as w e ll  as ad v iso ry  bo ard  m e e t in g s  fo r  sta te  an d  local m e n ta l  hea lth  agenc ies .
S ince  h e r  su ic ide  a t tem p t w a s  an o v e rd o se  o f  her  p resc rip tion  pills, she  n o w  gets  a o n e -d a y  su p p ly  o f  
m e d ica t io n  de l ivered  to h e r  ev e ry  m o rn in g  in a  locked  box. It's a da i ly  r e m in d e r  tha t  she  can 't  be 
trusted  w ith  en o u g h  pills to  ca u se  an o th e r  overdose .
D u r in g  a  shor t  in te rv iew  af te r  she  re tu rn ed  from  W arm  S prings ,  I rea lize  h o w  m u c h  be t te r  she  sounds .  
H e r  speech  is quicker,  she  do esn 't  trail o f f  at the  end  o f  a  se n ten c e  like befo re ,  an d  she se em s  so m u c h  
m o re  in charge  o f  h e r  life.
P e rh a p s  b ec a u s e  she 's  b een  ta k in g  life one  day  at a t im e  for so long, B ro o k e  do esn 't  h ave  m u c h  p lanned  
fo r  her  fu ture . S he  still w a n ts  to  g e t  h e r  j o b  b a c k  la te r  th is  year,  a f te r  she  ge ts  re -certif ied .
I 'm a lm o s t  cer ta in  th a t  she  w o u ld n ' t  s ay  this , bu t  she  is lucky  to  be alive. S h e  su f fe red  little las ting  
d a m a g e  from  the  ov e rd o se ,  an d  she s e e m s  to  h ave  p u t  it b eh in d  her, so m e t im e s  ta lk in g  a b o u t  it as i f  it 
h ap p e n ed  m uch  m o re  th a n  a  fe w  m o n th s  ago.
S oon  she w ill  beg in  a  c o u rse  o f  eye m o v e m e n t  the rapy , a n e w  c o u rse  o f  t r e a tm e n t  fo r  her. T h e  goal  o f  
th a t  k ind  o f  th e ra p y  is to  d esen s i t ize  p a t ien ts  to  t rau m a t ic  im a g es  an d  ideas  f rom  th e i r  past.  She 's  
ca u t io u s ly  op tim is t ic .  “ I 'm  k in d a  h o p e fu l ,” she  sa id . “ I t’s so m e th in g  n ew .”
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B re a k in g  the  cycle
Dr Nathan Mann's figh t against, and attempts to understand, his family's legacy o f  mental illness and 
suicide.
W h e n  Dr. N a th a n  M u n n  w an ts  to exp la in  h o w  ideas  are  transm it ted ,  h e  j u s t  says, " H e y  Ju d e ."
U n les s  y o u 'v e  b een  liv ing  in a cave ,  M u n n  has  j u s t  h a c k ed  into y o u r  b ra in .  H e  k n o w s  you 're  th in k in g  
a b o u t  the  B eat les ,  an d  p ro b a b ly  the  im a g e  o f  Paul M c C a r tn e y  p lay ing  at the  S u p e r  B o w l has  a lready  
f lashed  ac ross  y o u r  m in d 's  eye.
H e  k n o w s  w h a t  y o u  are  th in k in g  bec au se  he 's  s tud ied  h o w  ideas  are  t ra n sm it te d  th ro u g h  a  culture .  
B e y o n d  Paul M c C a r tn e y  and  th e  B eat les ,  he s tud ies  pa r t icu la rly  h o w  ideas a b o u t  su ic id e  are 
t ransm it ted  and  sha red  culturally.
F ro m  S ocra tes  and  R o m e o  and  Ju lie t  to  the  m o d e rn  d ay  d e b a te  a b o u t  p h y s ic ia n -a s s is te d  su ic ide  the  
W este rn  trad i t ion  often  p resen ts  su ic ide  as a  nob le ,  ro m an t ic ,  o r  ra t ional  cho ice .  T h e s e  s to r ies  a b o u t  
su ic ide  are  a lready  in fo rm in g  h o w  w e  feel a b o u t  the  dec is ion  to  take  o ne 's  life.
B u t  ac co rd in g  to  M u n n ,  th e  h igh  ra tes  o f  su ic ide  in M o n ta n a  an d  the  R o c k y  M o u n ta in  W est m a y  be 
a t tr ibu tab le  to  sha red  ideas  a m o n g  th o se  in th e  reg ion .  Ideas  a b o u t  g uns  and  in d iv id u a l ism ,  coup led  
w ith  shared  m y th s  a b o u t  su ic ide ,  c o u ld  be d r iv in g  e leva ted  su ic ide  rates.
Ideas are  like v iru ses  o r  b ac te r ia  t ry in g  to  in v a d e  ce lls  in th e  body, says  M u n n ,  a  p h y s ic ia n  and  
p ro fe sso r  o f  p s y c h o lo g y  at the  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  M o n ta n a -H e le n a .
H e  po in ts  to  s tud ies  o f  su ic ide  c lu s te rs  in sm all c o m m u n i t ie s ,  inst i tu t ions  an d  o th e r  res tr ic ted  
e n v i ro n m e n ts  th a t  sh o w  suic ida l b e h a v io r  sp rea d in g  like an  in fec tious  d isease .
A ll th is  m ig h t  be j u s t  an  ac a d e m ic  ex e rc ise  for M u n n  i f  h is  g ra n d fa th e r  an d  h is  fa the r  had  n o t  killed
them se lves .
A  body  on th e  law n
A t th e  age  o f  13, M u n n  re m e m b e rs ,  a  g u n sh o t  w o k e  h im  up  in the  m id d le  o f  th e  n igh t.  W h e n  h e  w en t  
to investiga te ,  he s a w  h is  father 's  b o d y  on  th e  law n. “ T h e  s i lence  and  the  s t ig m a  s ta r ts  im m ed ia te ly ,"  
h e  says. “ M o m  told  m e  to  go  u p s ta ir s .”
“ I w e n t  ou t  and  to u c h ed  his body. I h ad  to do  it,” sa y s  M unn .
N o w  48  and  a p ro fe sso r  o f  psycho logy ,  h e  can  j o k e  a b o u t  h o w  h is  c h i ld h o o d  p ro b a b ly  d rove  h im  to
psy c h ia t ry  as a  p ro fe ss ion .  H e  rea lizes  n o w  th a t  h is  fa the r  had  m a n y  sy m p to m s  o f  b ip o la r  d i so rd e r  -  
a lso  k n o w n  as  m an ic  depress ion .
A n d  fo r  a w hile ,  M u n n  cou ld  c o p e  w i th  trea t ing  su ic ida l  pat ien ts .  B ut d u r in g  h is  p sych ia t r ic  re s id e n cy  
he b ec am e  dep re ssed .  A t  th e  t im e  h e  tr ied  to  pass  it off. “ I th o u g h t  it w a s  the  e ffec t  o f  ex is te n t ia l i sm ,” 
he jo k e s ,  “ I had  been  r ea d in g  C a m u s .”
H e sta rted  on an t idep ressan ts ,  bu t  desp ite  w h a t  h e  k n e w  a b o u t  th e  w a y  th e y  w o rk ,  h e  w o u ld  s top  tak ing  
them . A n d  then ca m e  t h e ' ' b o l d ” though ts .  ‘*1 th o u g h t  I co u ld  so lv e  M o n ta n a 's  m e n ta l  hea lth  p ro b lem s  
all by m y se lf ,”  he recalls .
T h a t  w as  the  g rand ios i ty  o f  m a n ic  d ep re ss io n  ta lk ing . S o o n  h e  w a s  ou t o f  con tro l .  "I  s ta r ted  b eh a v in g  
horribly, lost m y  [m edica l]  license, m y  h o u se  an d  m y  m a rr ia g e .” h e  says.
T h e  M o n ta n a  B oard  o f  M e d ica l  E x a m in e rs  r e v o k e d  M u n n 's  l icense  in 2003  fo l lo w in g  a  c o m p la in t  filed 
by  a  fo rm e r  patient ,  w h o  al leged  tha t  th e  tw o  had  a  sexual  re la t io n sh ip  w h ile  M u n n  w a s  h e r  therapis t .  
M u n n  did no t d ispu te  the  board 's  f ind ings  and  it found  M u n n  gu i l ty  o f  a  se r io u s  b rea ch  o f  ethics.
H e  had  ru ined  his  ca ree r  and  cra te red  h is  a l re ad y -s tru g g l in g  m arr iage .
A n d  on e  n ight,  in the  d ep th s  o f  a  dep re ss io n  tha t  fo l low ed  a  m a n ic  ep iso d e ,  M u n n  w a s  rea d y  to  pull the 
trigger. " O n e  n igh t  I w a s  pre tty  d ru n k ,”  he says, “ I had  a  g u n  to  m y  head ,  b u t  then  I th o u g h t  o f  m y  
m o th e r  and  m y  son  an d  I d idn ' t  do  it.”
C h o k e d  up, h e  says, “ I b roke  the  cyc le .  I 'm  n o w  48, an d  m y  fa the r  w a s  4 7  w h e n  he  k il led  h im s e lf .” 
C orr e la te s  to c o n ta g io n
M u n n 's  s to ry  g ives  a  partia l  a n s w e r  to  the  q u e s t io n  o f  w h y  su ic id e  can  be con tag io u s .  A l th o u g h  M u n n  
adm its  tha t  h is  b e h a v io r  w as  " d e sp ic a b le ,”  and  he  sees  th a t  h is  cr is is  w a s  o n e  o f  poor, i f  c louded , 
ju d g e m e n t ,  a n y o n e  w h o  has  had  a fam ily  m e m b e r  die by  su ic ide  is a t  h ig h e r  risk. A p a r t  f rom  gene tic  
factors ,  ch i ld ren  m a y  th in k  th e y  are  p red e s t in e d  for su ic ide  o r  th a t  su ic ide  is a  so lu t ion  in hope less  
t im es .
A d o lesce n ts  seem  espec ia l ly  likely  to  c o m m it  su ic ide  as a  w a y  to  g e t  a t ten t ion ,  e sp ec ia l ly  i f  th e y  see  a 
m e m b e r  o f  the ir  p ee r  g ro u p  g e t  a t ten t ion  in dea th .  T h e y  a lso  are  a m o n g  the  m o s t  im p u ls iv e  w h e n  it 
co m es  to  suicide.
B e y o n d  c lus te rs  in iso la ted  p o p u la t io n s  o r  ind iv idual  fam ilies ,  h o w ev e r ,  M u n n  th in k s  th a t  des truc tive  
ideas  a b o u t  su ic ide  can sp read  o v e r  w id e r  pop u la t io n s .  " In d iv id u a ls  m a k e  up  c u l tu re s ,”  M u n n  says,
"a n d  th e y  sp read  these  co g n i t io n s  f rom  b ra in  to  b rain ,  as it w ere .  T alk  and  ru m o rs  d o  a  lo t  to  spread  
th e m .”
M u n n  and  o the r  expe r ts  a lso  be l ieve  th a t  m e d ia  co v e rag e  o f  su ic id e s  can  h ave  a  la rge  im p a c t  on  the  risk 
o f  su ic ide  co n tag io n  in co m m u n it ie s .
T h e  A m e r ic a n  A sso c ia t io n  o f  Su ic ido logy , w h ic h  has p u b l ish ed  a  se t o f  g u id e l in e s  fo r  m e d ia  co v e rag e  
o f  su ic ides ,  w a rn s  ag a in s t  ro m an t ic iz in g  s to r ies  o f  ind iv idua l  su ic ide  dea ths ,  p u t t in g  a su ic id e  s tory  on 
th e  front p age  o r  b e g in n in g  o f  a  b roadcas t ,  pu t t in g  the  w o rd  ’su ic id e ’ in a  head l ine ,  o r  d e s c r ib in g  a 
pa r t icu la r  m e th o d  o f  su ic id e  in detail.
R e sea rch  sh o w s  th a t  ea ch  o f  these  p rac t ice s  ca n  inc rease  the  like lihood  o f  c o p y c a t  su ic id e s  and  ac tua lly  
inc rease  the  rate o f  su ic id e  in v ie w e rs  o r  readers .  B e ca u se  te lev is ion ,  n e w sp a p e r s  and  th e  In te rne t  can 
reach  such  a  w id e  au d ien c e ,  th e y  can  sp read  ideas  fas te r  and  w id e r  th a n  m e re  w o rd  o f  m ou th .
A  recen t s tudy  b y  a  B rit ish  so c io lo g is t  lo o k in g  at su ic ide  ra tes  in B rita in  and  W ales  m a y  c o r ro b o ra te
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M u n n 's  theory .  T h e  s tudy  found  tha t  su ic ide  ra tes  d ro p p ed  b y  4 0  pe rc en t  the re  a f te r  bo th  the  S ep te m b er  
11 te rro r  a t tacks  and  th e  L o n d o n  su b w a y  b o m b in g s  on  Ju ly  7, 2005 .
T h e  d rop  lasted for a b o u t  a  m o n th  in the  case  o f  9 /11, and  o n ly  severa l  d ay s  fo l lo w in g  the  L o n d o n  
bom bings .
T h e  re sea rche rs  a t tr ibu ted  the  b r i e f  dec lines  to a  g rea te r  fee ling  o f  b e in g  b o n d e d  to g e th e r  by  the  
tragedy. Brita in 's  D a ily  T e legraph  quo ted  the  s tudy 's  au thor.  Dr. E m a d  Sailib , say ing ,  "T h e re  is g rea te r  
soc ia l cohes ion ,  the  B li tz  sp ir it ,”  re ferr ing  to  the  so lidar i ty  o f  th o se  in the  U nited  K in g d o m  d u r in g  the  
G e rm a n  strategic b o m b in g  o f fens ive  d u r in g  W orld  W ar  II.
B y  contrast,  Salib th inks  th a t  the  g rea te r  dura tion  o f  th e  d ro p  in su ic id e s  fo l lo w in g  9/11 is d u e  to  the  
g rea te r  am o u n t  o f  m e d ia  co v e rag e  o f  the  those  a t tacks  -  sp e c if ic a l ly  th e  r ep e a te d  a i r ing  o f  the  fall o f  
th e  Tw in  Tow ers.
T h is  p h e n o m e n o n  is no t  u n iq u e  to  the  U n ited  K in g d o m . O th e r  au th o rs  h ave  no ted  tha t  su ic ide  rates  in 
m a n y  coun tr ies  fell d u r in g  bo th  w o rld  w ars ,  as w ell  as in A m e r ic a  fo l lo w in g  th e  K e n n e d y  
assass ina tion .
T h is  seem s to  fit w ith  M u n n 's  th e o ry  o f  cu l tu ral c o g n i t io n s .  T h e  inc rease  in soc ia l c o h e s io n  no ted  by  
Salib  is no th in g  tangib le ,  j u s t  a  fee ling  o f  be ing  c lo se r  to  o n e 's  c o u n t ry m e n .  T h is  fee l ing  m a y  create  a 
s ense  o f  be ing  n e e d ed  by  o thers ,  bu t  it do esn 't  d irec tly  a f fec t  w h a t  p sy c h ia t r is ts  call p ro x im a l  stressors .
P rox im al  s t resso rs  are  th o se  recen t,  p o ss ib ly  t r a u m a t ic  ev en ts  th a t  can  t r ig g e r  a  p e rso n  p rone  to  m en ta l  
i l lness to  h av e  a  f la re-up  o r  re lapse .  D ea th  o f  a  loved  o ne ,  d iv o rce ,  an d  loss  o f  a  j o b  top  the  list.
E ven  th o u g h  the  “ Blitz  sp ir i t”  c a n n o t  ra ise  th e  dead ,  m e n d  a  m a rr ia g e ,  o r  f ix  th e  e c o n o m y ,  Salib 's  w o rk  
sugges ts  tha t  th is  fee l ing  k eeps  p eo p le  al ive, at least  for a  tim e.
A c u l t u r e  o f  fear
O th e r  re sea rche rs  a lso  n o te  a  co rre la t ion  b e tw e en  a  t igh t ly  kn it  so c ie ty  an d  a  lo w  su ic id e  rate .  Dr.
S pero  M a n so n ,  a m ed ica l  an th ro p o lo g is t  and  ex p e r t  on  N a t iv e  A m e r ic a n  m e n ta l  hea l th  issues,  no ted  
th is  co n n e c t io n  ac ross  Ind ian  tr ibes .  In a  2001 e p iso d e  o f  th e  rad io  p ro g ra m  T h e  In fin i te  M ind ,
M a n so n  exp la ined  tha t  su ic ide  ra tes  in N a t iv e  c o m m u n i t i e s  h a v e  co r re la ted  w ith  th e  level o f  soc ia l 
co h e s io n  w ith in  the  tribe.
H e  finds tha t  tr ibes in the  R o c k y  M o u n ta in  s ta tes  h a v e  had  less soc ia l  co h e s io n  th a n  tr ibes  in o the r  
areas ,  con tra s t ing  th o se  cu l tu res  w ith  soc ie t ies  in th e  S o u th w es t .  M a n s o n  sa y s  tha t  the  R o c k y  
M o u n ta in  tr ibes  did no t  h a v e  soc ia l con tro ls  th a t  sp read  ac ro ss  th e  w h o le  tr ibe ,  bu t  instead  left m o re  
dec is io n s  up  to  the  ind iv idua l  family.
“ In co m p a r iso n  to  that, in the  S o u th w e s t  w e  h ave  en tire  c o m m u n i t ie s ,  su c h  as the  P u eb lo s ,  th e  H op is ,  
the  N av a jo s ,  w h o  h ad  a  m u c h  g rea te r  sense  o f  soc ial co h e s io n ,”  M a n s o n  says. “A n d  so  the re  are  m uch  
t igh te r  soc ia l con tro ls  a ro u n d  d e v ia n t  o r  a b h o r re n t  behav io r ,  su ic id e  a m o n g  th e m .”
A n d  th o se  d if fe rences  in soc ia l con tro l ,  M a n so n  says, para lle l  the  d if fe ren ce s  in su ic ide  rates. T h e  m o re  
in te rdependen t  th e  peop le ,  the  low er  the  su ic ide  rate.
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F o r  those  in the  b u s in e ss  o f  su ic ide  p reven tion ,  th is  is no t  a  n e w  insight.  M a u re e n  O 'M alley ,  M is so u la  
C o u n ty ’s su ic ide  p reven tion  coord ina tor ,  u n d e rs ta n d s  th is  as w ell ,  o n ly  she pu ts  it in te rm s  o f  iso lation  
on  the one  h an d  and  a  sense  o f  b e lo n g in g  on  the  other.  A n d  she 's  acu te ly  a w a re  o f  the  bu rd en  o f  be ing  
m en ta l ly  ill in M ontana .
I f  you  ca n ’t w o rk  and  y o u ’re re l ian t  on  M e d ic a id  an d  o the r  as s is ta n ce  m e a su re s ,  an d  y o u 're  a lw a y s  
b e in g  told, 'N o  y o u  can 't  h ave  that,  you  can 't  h a v e  that, '  - h o w  m u c h  do  you  feel y o u  b e lo n g ? ’’ says 
O ’M alley. " 'And w e  h ave  all sorts  o f  d ise n fra n ch ise d  g ro u p s  in o u r  cu l tu re  -  an d  p eo p le  die b ec a u s e  o f  
that. O f  no t  h av in g  suppor t  sy s tem s ,  o f  no t  k n o w in g  w h e re  to  go, o f  h av in g  to  a lw a y s  be s e l f  re l ian t  so 
m u c h  o f  the t im e."
B u t  the re  are  no  easy  fixes fo r  fos ter ing  a  sense  o f  b e lo n g in g  on  a  m a ss  scale. O 'M a l le y  b la m es  the 
lack  o f  social co n n e c ted n e ss  on a  cu l tu re  o f  fear. “ W e k ind  o f  l ive in a  c l im a te  o f  fear,”  O 'M a l le y  says. 
“ W e d o n ’t let o u r  k ids  ta lk  to  o u r  ne ighbo rs ,  o u r  k id s  d o n 't  p la y  ou ts ide .  T h is  m a y  so u n d  s im plis t ic ,  but 
each  o f  th o se  th in g s  th a t  ev o lv es  d is tances  us  m o r e .”
S he  is hopefu l  tha t  the  rec en t  p assage  o f  m e n ta l  hea lth  par i ty  leg is la t ion  at th e  federa l level w ill  
eve n tu a l ly  dec rease  the  s t ig m a and  fear  th a t  g o  a lo n g  w ith  m e n ta l  il lness .  “  M y  h o p e  w o u ld  be th a t  over  
t im e  w e  see th is  as ju s t  an o th e r  il lness ,” sa y s  O 'M alley .  “ T h a t  w e  start to  w e ig h  th in g s  a  little m o re  
evenly. D isease  is nas ty  no  m a tte r  w hat,  bu t  a lo n g  w i th  th a t  d o  w e  h a v e  to  s t ig m a t ize  and  ostrac ize  
th o se  w ith  a pa r t icu la r  c a te g o ry ? ”
The cycle stays broken
T h o se  social co n n e c t io n s  are  pa r t  o f  th e  rea so n  M u n n  d id n ' t  pull  th e  t r ig g e r  in th e  d e p th s  o f  d ep ress ion .  
H e  cou ldn 't  leave his m o th e r  w i th o u t  a son, o r  h is  son  w i th o u t  a  father. H is  m o th e r  had  a l re ad y  lost h e r  
fa the r  and  h e r  h u sb a n d  to su ic ide .  A s  he pu ts  it, “ I c o u ld n 't  g iv e  m y  m o th e r  th e  tr ifec ta  o f  su ic ide .”
H e  cred its  su p p o r t  from  his par tner,  M ic h e l le ,  a  co r rec t  d iagnos is  f rom  h is  d o c to rs  an d  h is  ow n  m e d ica l  
t ra in ing  for he lp ing  h im  recover.  B u t  he a lso  th in k s  th a t  m a k in g  th e  dec is io n  to  live w a s  a  p o w erfu l  
m o m e n t  o f  c lar ity ; a m o m e n t  to  re tu rn  to and  d ra w  c o m fo r t  f rom  on  th e  d if f icu lt  road  b a c k  to  a 
p ro d u c t iv e  life.
“ O n c e  I m a d e  tha t  cho ice ,  in a  way, th e  rest is k ind  o f  de ta i ls .”  says  M u n n .  H e w e n t  fo r  long  hikes 
a ro u n d  H elena ,  so r t ing  th ings  o u t  in h is  m in d ,  t ry in g  to u n c o v e r  th e  pa t te rn s  o f  th o u g h t  re in fo rc in g  his 
illness.
It w asn ' t  ea sy  to  f ind h is  co g n i t iv e  d is to rt ions ,  th o se  faulty  a s s u m p t io n s  a b o u t  the  w o r ld  and  abou t 
o u rse lves  tha t  lie beh ind  o u r  though ts .  “ R e a l iz in g  th a t  y o u  c a n ’t  t ru s t  y o u r  o w n  bra in  is a  b ig  c o n c ep tu a l  
sh if t ,” h e  says. “ You'l l g e t  th e se  u n d e r ly in g  a s su m p t io n s  y o u  d idn ' t  even  k n o w  you  h a d .”
H e  had  on e  o f  these  c o n c ep tu a l  shifts  w h ile  s i t t ing  in a  b ro k e n -d o w n  L a z y  Boy, s u r ro u n d e d  by  a  house  
b e in g  e m p tie d  o f  fam ily  and  fu rn itu re  by  his  d iv o rce .  Ins tead  o f  d w e l l in g  on  h is  m is e ry  and  the 
e m p t in e s s  o f  th e  scene ,  M u n n  r e m e m b e rs  n o t in g  h is  fee lings ,  bu t b e in g  ab le  to  th ink ,  “ H ere  I am ; 
suic ida l.  I m ig h t  be ab le  to d o  so m e th in g  w ith  th is .”
T h is  idea, so  u ncha rac te r is t ic  o f  so m e o n e  w h o  is dep re ssed  an d  fee l ing  hope less ,  b e c a m e  so m e th in g  to 
latch  on to ;  an o th e r  so u rce  o f  com fort .
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M a y b e  this is h o w  p eo p le  b rea k  all d es tru c t iv e  cyc les .  M a y b e  the re  is a lw a y s  a dec is ion  m a d e  in a 
m o m e n t  o f  d esp era te  c lar ity  tha t  n eed s  to  be bu il t  upon ,  bit b y  bit, until the  s trugg le  is over. T h o u g h  
the  d e m o n s  m a y  return , th e y  w ill  c o m e  b a c k  w e a k e r  and  less con f iden t,  th e  m e m o r y  o f  the ir  defea t  
fresh  in the ir  m inds .
T h e  sp e c te r  o f  su ic ide  w ill  a lw a y s  be w ith  M u n n ;  it's part  o f  w h o  h e  is. B u t  th ro u g h  h is  s trugg le  and  
his  research ,  he 's  d o n e  w h a t  he se t o u t  to do: m a k e  so m e th in g  o u t  o f  it.
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A  r e a s o n  to  live
A look at M ontana's crisis hotline and  its efforts to keep people alive
“ I f  it c o m e s  d o w n  to  s a v in g  s o m e o n e 's  l ife , I d on ' t  ca re  i f  I o f fe n d  th e m ,"
- A n g e l a  H a n s e n
[a s idebar  to  N a th a n  M u n n 's  story]
T h e  s ta ff  and  vo lu n te e rs  w h o  w o rk  the  p h o n e s  fo r  M o n ta n a 's  cr isis  ho t l ine  k n o w  th e  im p o r ta n ce  o f  
ch a n g in g  m in d s  a b o u t  su ic ide  and  r e m o v in g  the  c o g n i t iv e  d is to rt ions  th a t  co m e  w ith  d ep ress io n .  T h ey  
c h a n g e  a t ti tudes an d  bel ie fs  a b o u t  su ic ide  an d  m e n ta l  i l lness one ca lle r  at a t ime.
“ W e are  a p sy c h o -e d u ca t io n  re so u rce ,"  sa y s  A n g e la  H an se n ,  cr isis  co o rd in a to r  fo r  V oices o f  H o p e ,  the 
G re a t  Falls  o rgan iza tion  h a n d l in g  a m a jo r i ty  o f  th e  ca lls  to  the  ho tl ine ,  ava i lab le  at 1-8 0 0 -2 7 3 -T A L K .
H a n se n  says  tha t  a f te r  a  rec en t  ad v e r t i s in g  c a m p a ig n  th a t  inc luded  a  te lev is ion  c o m m e rc ia l  fea tu ring  
su rv ivo rs  o f  su ic ide  h o ld in g  ph o to s  o f  th e i r  loved  one,  ca lls  to  the  h o t l in e  h a v e  inc reased  b y  tw o  th irds  
to  a ro u n d  ten th o u sa n d  p e r  year. S he  es t im a tes  th a t  a  th ird  o f  th e  cr is is  ca lls  are  su ic ide  rela ted .
A s  a  general  cr isis  line, H a n se n  sa y s  th e  r an g e  o f  top ic s  and  s i tua tions  is end less .  “ R e se a rc h  sh o w s  tha t  
p eo p le  seek  ou t an o n y m ity ,” says  H an se n .  “ T h e y  look  for p e o p le  w h o  can  re la te .”
T h a t  p ro m ise  o f  a n o n y m ity  f rees  ca lle rs  f rom  th e  fea r  o f  sh a m e  and  re jec tion  in c o n fe s s in g  their  
su ic ida l th o u g h ts  to  friends  o r  family. It can  a lso  c rea te  to u g h  s i tua tions  fo r  s ta ffers ,  w h o  m a y  be 
ta k in g  calls  from  p eo p le  w h o  are  c a r ry in g  o u t  th e i r  p lan  ev e n  as th e y  reach  ou t to  th e  hotline .
“ It's tha t  am b iv a le n t  pa r t  o f  them  tha t 's  p ic k in g  u p  the  p h o n e .”  H a n se n  says .  A n d  its h e r  j o b  to  co nnec t  
w ith  tha t  pa r t  o f  the  ca l le r  th a t  w a n ts  to  live.
“ You w an t  to  u n d e rs ta n d  the ir  r e a so n s  fo r  d y in g  first,”  sh e  says,  “ an d  th e n  y o u  u n c o v e r  the ir  reasons  
for l iv ing .” A n d  as long  as she can  u n c o v e r  j u s t  o n e  reason ,  she 's  c o n f id e n t  it w ill  be  enough .
B y  th e  end  o f  the  call,  H an se n 's  goa l  is to  h e lp  the  ca l le r  c rea te  a  p lan  to  live -  w h e th e r  th a t  m eans  
m a k in g  a  co u n se l in g  a p p o in tm e n t ,  ag re e in g  to  a t ten d  a  su p p o r t  g ro u p ,  o r  even  c h e c k in g  in to  a 
p sych ia t r ic  hospital.
I f  th e  caller  rem a in s  co m m it te d  to  ca r ry in g  ou t h is  o r  h e r  plan , ho t l ine  s ta ffe rs  m o v e  q u ic k ly  to  use  the 
in fo rm ation  th e y  h a v e  to  iden tify  th e  ca l le r  an d  s top  the  su ic ide .  A c c o rd in g  to  H ansen ,  th e  ho t l ine  has a 
legal ob liga tion  to  p re se rv e  th e  life o f  th o se  w h o  call, and  th a t  o b l ig a t io n  t ru m p s  th e  a n o n y m ity  o f  
ca lle rs  w h o  are  a  d an g e r  to  the m se lv es .
A n d  H an se n  is c lea r  a b o u t  h e r  w i l l in g n e s s  to  find  th o se  p eo p le  w h o  a re  ac tive ly  su ic ida l .  “ I f  it co m es
d o w n  to  sav ing  so m e o n e 's  life, I d o n ' t  care  i f  I o f fe n d  th e m ,”  she says.
She  and h e r  te am  h av e  m o re  th a n  a  fe w  s to r ies  o f  g o in g  to  g rea t  le n g th s  to  f ind th o se  p e o p le  w ho ,  
desp ite  rea ch in g  out,  r e fu se  h e lp  an d  re m a in  suic ida l.
O n e  caller, a w o m a n  w h o  w a s  p a rk e d  on  th e  s id e  o f  a  M o n ta n a  h ighw ay ,  ca lled  th e  ho t l ine  s trugg ling
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w ith  the dec is ion  to take  h e r  ow n  life. D u r in g  the  call,  sh e  to ld  the  o p e ra to r  h e r  des t ina t ion  and  o ther  
deta ils  o f  her  trip. W h e n  it b e c a m e  c lea r  tha t  she  had  the  m e a n s  to  kill h e r s e l f  w ith  h e r  in the  car, and 
w h e n  she ended  the  call befo re  th e  o p e ra to r  c o u ld  p e rsu a d e  h e r  to take su ic ide  o f f  the  table, th e  s ta ff  
to o k  action.
A rm e d  w ith  those  de ta i ls  a b o u t  the  w o m a n 's  tr ip , th e  call ce n te r  a ler ted  the  M o n ta n a  H ig h w a y  Patro l 
w h o  found  the w o m a n  in h e r  ca r  unh a rm e d .
H an se n  is v ag u e  w h en  d is c u ss in g  the  m e th o d s  o f  f ind ing  p e o p le  th a t  th e  ce n te r  has  at the ir  d isposal,  
s a y in g  only, “ W e can f ind them . I let p e o p le  k n o w  tha t.”
T h o u g h  ca lle rs  o f ten  fea r  tha t  th e  ho t l ine  w ill  a le r t  e m e rg e n c y  se rv ices ,  m o s t  o f  the  t im e  it 's no t  
necessary .  Peop le  call th e  ho tl ine  to  ta lk  an d  be un d e rs to o d ,  an d  th o u g h  th e y  m a y  be c o n tem p la t in g  
su ic ide ,  th e y  are  no t  ac t ive ly  ca r ry in g  o u t  a  plan.
H an se n  te lls  the s to ry  o f  a  w o m a n  w h o  ca lled  th e  h o t l in e  ex t re m e ly  d is traugh t.  O v e r  tw o  h o u rs  o f  
l is tening,  H ansen  learned  th a t  the  w o m a n  w a s  m a rr ie d  an d  had  recen t ly  b ro k en  o f f  an affa ir  w ith  a 
y o u n g e r  m an  w ith  w h o m  she w a s  d e e p ly  in love. “ H e  t rea ted  h e r  like a  q u e e n ,” H an se n  says.
A s  in love as she  w as ,  sh e  rea lized  th a t  th e  r e la t io n sh ip  c o u ld n ’t w o rk .  So af te r  ag re e in g  to  b rea k  up, 
“ th e y  sat in a car  for h o u rs  an d  ju s t  h e ld  each  o th e r  an d  c r ied ,” sa y s  H an se n .
B u t  the  sh a m e  o f  the  affair, o f  w h ic h  h e r  h u sb a n d  k n e w  no th in g ,  b e c a m e  too  g rea t  and  she fled her  
h o m e  and  m o v e d  b ack  to  M o n ta n a .  “ S he  said sh e  n e v e r  felt loved  b e fo re ,” H a n se n  says ,  “ and  n o w  
she 'd  ab a n d o n ed  a g o o d  life th a t  w a sn ' t  g o o d  e n o u g h  af te r  th is  r e la t io n sh ip .”
T h e  w o m a n  rela ted  h o w  h e r  h u sb a n d  h ad  d o n e  e v e ry th in g  he w a s  s u p p o se d  to  do: he 'd  p ro v id ed  a big  
house ,  a  s table life, an d  h is  love. A ll  th is  on ly  in c reased  h e r  fee lings  o f  gu il t  o v e r  re jec ting  h im  and  the  
'good ' life tha t  she 'd had .
S he  ca lled  the  ho tl ine  c ru sh e d  by  th e  se lf- in f l ic ted  loss  o f  h e r  lover, h e r  re jec tion  o f  her  hu sb a n d ,  and 
the  gu il t  o v e r  chea t ing  on  so m e o n e  w h o  loved  her. She w o n d e r e d  h o w  she c o u ld  go  on  afte r  d es tro y in g  
h e r  life.
D u r in g  the  call, H a n se n  lea rned  th a t  m e m b e r s  o f  the  w o m a n 's  e x ten d e d  fam ily  k n e w  o f  the  a ffa ir  and 
w ere  w orr ied  for her. A f te r  th e  w o m a n  r e c o n n e c te d  w ith  h e r  family, sh e  rea lized  she w a s  loved  and  
that,  in sp ite  o f  w h a t  she 'd  do n e ,  sh e  w a s  still w o r th y  o f  love.
W h e n  H an se n  ca lled  th e  w o m a n  to  fo l lo w  up, “ sh e  w as  like a  d if fe ren t  p e r s o n ,” H an se n  says. “ S he  had 
th a t  su p p o r t .”
N o t  all ca l ls  end  well ,  h ow ever .  S o m e t im e s  p e o p le  call  th e  ho t l ine  in th e  m id d le  o f  a  su ic ide  a t tem pt.  
O n e  w o m a n  called  th e  ho t l ine  and  said , “ I 'm  sa y in g  g o o d b y e .  I 've taken  a  b u n ch  o f  pills an d  had  a 
bo ttle  o f  w in e .”
H an se n 's  co l lea g u e  ru sh ed  to  get h e r  p h o n e  n u m b e r  and  c o n tac t  e m e rg e n c y  se rv ices .  U n fo r tu n a te ly  
th e  ca lle r  had  used a  ce ll  ph o n e ,  so  his  efforts  to  f ind an  ad d re ss  f rom  th e  p h o n e  num ber ,  k n o w n  as a 
rev e rse  lookup , w ere  u n success fu l .
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C o m p lic a t in g  m a tte rs ,  law  e n fo rc e m e n t  said th e y  cou ldn 't  do  a n y th in g  to  he lp  find the  w o m an .  
D espe ra te  fo r  a lead, th e  s ta f f  ca lled  the  w o m a n  b a c k  an d  lis tened  to h e r  v o ic em a il  record ing ,  w h ich  
revea led  her  first n am e  and  th e  n a m e  o f  her  em p loyer .  A n  In terne t  sea rch  revea led  tha t  she  w o rk e d  a t  a 
d o m e s t ic  v io le n ce  shelter.
A  call to  th e  she lte r  a s k in g  af te r  the  w o m a n  w as  m e t  w ith  im m ed ia te  su sp ic ion .  W o m e n ’s she lte rs ,  a s  a 
rule, will no t  d isc lo se  in fo rm ation  a b o u t  the ir  e m p lo y e e s  or the  w o m e n  in the  shelter,  fo r  ob v io u s  
reasons .
W h e n  the  she lte r  ca lled  th e  s ta ffe r  b a c k  an d  sa w  tha t  he w a s  indeed  ca l l ing  f rom  the  su ic id e  hotline ,  the  
she lte r  p ro v id ed  the  w o m a n ’s add ress ,  and  e m e rg e n c y  se rv ices  ru sh ed  h e r  to  the  hosp ita l  a f te r  f ind ing  
her  u n co n sc io u s  at h e r  hom e .
T h o u g h  H an se n 's  j o b  pu ts  h e r  in c o n tac t  w ith  so m a n y  d esp e ra te  peop le ,  no t  to  m e n t io n  th e  occas ional  
l ife-or-death  s i tuation ,  sh e  s e e m s  re m a rk a b ly  u n b u rd e n e d  by  it. S he  t rus ts  in h e r  t ra in ing  and  the 
eff icacy  o f  th e  ho tl ine 's  in te rv en t io n  m ode l  to in su re  sh e  know's w h a t  to  d o  d u r in g  a  call.
“ E v en  i f  you  a t tem p t  th is  m o d e l  p o o r ly / ’ she  says ,  “ You 're  still g o in g  to do  O K .” H e r  w o rk  doesn 't  
t ro u b le  her  b ec a u s e  she  k n o w s  she 's  h e lp in g  p eop le ,  n o  m a t te r  w h a t  m a y  h a p p e n  to  th e m  o r  w h a t  they  
m ig h t  do to  th e m se lv es .  S he  can  o f fe r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  an d  exper tise ,  an d  m o s t  o f ten ,  tha t 's  enough .
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A  m a t t e r  o f  cho ice ,  o r  a  s l i p p e r y  s lo p e ?
The debate over assisted suicide in Montana  
[a s idebar  to N a th a n  M u n n 's  story]
“ I h a v e  h a d  p a t i e n t s  w h o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  in  p a i n ,  a l b e i t  e m o t i o n a l  p a i n ,  a n d  [ask]  
w h y  s h o u l d n ' t  t h e y  h a v e  t h e  r i g h t  t o  k i l l  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  'd i g n i ty '  j u s t  l i k e  c a n c e r  
p a t i e n t s , ”
-  Dr.  N a t h a n  M u n n
N o w  tha t  docto r-ass is ted  su ic ide  is legal in M o n ta n a  fo l lo w in g  a  d is t r ic t  cou r t  dec is ion  th a t  a l lo w s  
te rm in a l ly  ill pat ien ts  to  g e t  a  p resc rip tion  fo r  ‘'d ru g s  tha t  has ten  d ea th ,” Dr. N a th a n  M u n n  w o rr ie s  tha t  
su ic ide  ra tes  w ill  increase.
“ I h ave  had  patien ts  w h o  po in t  ou t tha t  th e y  are  in pain ,  a lbe it  em o t io n a l  pain ,  an d  [ask] w h y  s h o u ld n ’t 
th e y  h ave  the  r ight to  kill th e m se lv e s  w ith  'd ig n i ty ' ju s t  l ike c a n c e r  p a t ien ts ,”  M u n n  says. “ So again ,  
yes ,  I th ink  the  idea  o f  as s is ted  su ic ide  cou ld  w o rs e n  su ic id e  rates  an d  the  cu ltural c o n tag io n  as  I put 
it.”
T h e  recen t  dec is ion  b y  a  H e le n a  d is t ric t  cou r t  j u d g e  m a k e s  M o n ta n a  the  th ird  sta te  in the  na t ion  to 
a l lo w  docto r-ass is ted  su ic ide ,  jo in in g  O re g o n  and  W ash in g to n .  T h e  ru l in g  affec ts  all o f  M o n ta n a  
b e c a u s e  th e  su it  w a s  b r o u g h t  ag a in s t  the  state .
W ash ing ton  passed  its D ea th  w ith  D ig n i ty  A c t  in N o v e m b e r ,  O re g o n 's  has  been  in e ffec t s ince  1997.
S u ic ide  ra tes  there ,  w h i le  re la t ive ly  h igh , h a v e  he ld  s tead y  s ince  1994 -  v e r y  c lo se  to 16 su ic ides  per  
100 ,000  res iden ts .  In fact, th e  2 005  da ta  sh o w  a s ligh t  decrease .
B e tw e e n  25 and  50 O re g o n ia n s  end  the ir  lives ea ch  y e a r  u n d e r  the  D e a th  w i th  D ig n ity  A ct,  and  w h e n  
th e y  do, th e y  don 't  c o u n t  to w a rd  the  to ta l n u m b e r  o f  su ic id e s  in the  C D C  data .  T h e  fifty  docto r-ass is ted  
su ic ides  in 2005 ,  even  i f  ad ded  to  the  s ta te 's  to ta ls ,  w o u ld  n o t  s ign i f ican t ly  inc rease  th e  overa ll  rate.
E v en  th o u g h  O re g o n 's  pe r -cap i ta  su ic ide  rate  has  s ta y ed  c lo se  to  th e  leve ls  b e fo re  the  D ea th  w ith  
D ign ity  A ct,  th o se  in the  b u s in e s s  o f  su ic ide  p rev e n t io n  still fear  a n y th in g  th a t  re m o v e s  barr iers .
Pa t  T u c k e r  is the  M o n ta n a  s p o k e sm a n  fo r  the  a d v o c a c y  g ro u p  C o m p a s s io n  and  C ho ices ,  a  p la in t i f f  in 
the  la n d m a rk  case . S he  sees  th e  fears o f  o p p o n e n ts  o f  w h a t  sh e  ca lls  “ aid  in d y in g ,”  as s im p ly  
un founded .
O p p o n e n ts  w o r ry  tha t  o n c e  th e  d o o r  to  assis ted  d ea th  is o p ened ,  the  ru les  m a y  be re laxed  to a l low  
peo p le  w ith  severe  d isab il i t ies ,  th e  aged  w h o  are  n o t  te rm in a l ly  ill, o r  o th e rs  to  ch o o s e  to end  the ir  
lives.
“ Well, look  a t  O re g o n ,” says  Tucker.  She po in ts  to  th e  10-year  span o f  th e  law, w ith  little i f  an y  record  
o f  ab u s e  o r  exp a n s io n .  “ A ll th o se  th ings  h av e  tu rn ed  o u t  to ab so lu te ly  be no t t ru e ,” sh e  says.
A n d  for the  te rm in a l ly  ill, th is  r igh t  is crit ica l to  stop  suffering ,  she says ,  and  to d e n y  it is sham efu l.  
“ You can  get so  w o rr ie d  a b o u t  s lippery  s lopes  tha t  you  d o n 't  g ive  a n y o n e  an y  r igh ts ,”  says  Tucker.
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T h a t  fear  is th e  rea son  ad v o c a te s  like T u ck e r  w a n t  to c h a n g e  the  la n g u ag e  o f  th e  debate .  T h e y  resen t  
the  w o rd  'su ic ide '  in the  te rm  'phys ic ian -ass is ted  su ic ide , '  and  q u es t ion  w h y  w e  use  the  sa m e  w o rd  to 
desc r ibe  tw o  ac ts  tha t  th e y  see as qual i ta t ive ly  d iffe rent.
She uses  as an e x a m p le  a  94 -year-o ld  te rm ina lly -i l l  m a n  sh e  k n e w  w h o  w as  g ro w in g  s tead i ly  w e a k e r  
a n d  c lo ser  to death .  H e  h a ted  the th o u g h t  o f  los ing  the  ab i l i ty  to  take care  o f  his  bas ic  needs .  “ H e ju s t  
d idn ' t  w a n t  so m e o n e  w ip in g  his  bu tt ,” says  Tucker.
So the  m an  qu i t  ea ting  an d  d r ink ing ,  and p assed  away. T u c k e r  c o n te n d s  tha t  w e  d o n 't  call h is  case  a 
su ic ide  bec au se  o f  his illness. S he  po in ts  o u t  the  poss ib i l i ty  th a t  h e  m a y  h a v e  lived longer  i f  he 'd  had 
ac cess  to a  le thal dose  o f  m ed ica t ion .  W h a t  he fea red  m o s t  w a s  the  loss  o f  a u to n o m y  and dignity , and  
h e  w a n te d  to  m a k e  sure  his  w ish e s  re g a rd in g  h is  ca re  w e re  re spec ted .  T u c k e r  sa y s  tha t  p eo p le  in his 
s i tuation  take  the  steps h e  did  bec au se  th e y  w a n t  to  die luc id  an d  avoid  a s i tua tion  w h e re  the ir  lives are 
be ing  e x ten d e d  aga ins t  the ir  will.
S he  w o n d e rs  i f  he m ig h t  h av e  h u n g  on  longer  k n o w in g  h e  cou ld  h a v e  en ded  his life qu ick ly  w h e n  he 
felt  h is m in d  slipping.
T u c k e r  k n o w s  th a t  som e te rm in a l ly  ill p eo p le  w a n t  e v e ry th in g  p oss ib le  d o n e  to  ex ten d  the ir  lives, but 
says  a b o u t  th o se  w h o  don 't,  “ I th in k  w e  do  k n o w  w h e n  it’s c razy  to k eep  on  k e e p in g  on , bu t  w h a t 's  
d ifficu lt  is ge t t ing  it w ri t ten  d o w n  in a  law.”
T h e  w e e k  af te r  th e  cou r t  dec is ion  legalized  assis ted  su ic id e  in M o n ta n a ,  Brita in  w as  s t ru g g l in g  w i th  the  
sa m e  deba te  a f te r  a d o c u m e n ta ry  a ired  tha t  fea tu red  the  r e c o rd e d  ass is ted  su ic ide  o f  a  5 9 -y ea r-o ld -m an  
w ith  L ou  G h er ig 's  d isease .  T h o u g h  assis ted  su ic ide  is i llegal the re ,  B r i to n s  can  travel to  S w itze rland  
w h e re  it is legal and  end  the ir  l ives  at a  cha r i ty  c l in ic  ca lled  D ignitas .
T h e  m a n 's  w ife  w a s  p re se n t  d u r in g  the  p ro cedu re ,  w h ic h  to o k  p la ce  in 2 0 0 6 ,  and  to ld  the  f i lm m ak er  
th a t  it w a s  h e r  h u sb a n d 's  w ish  to  h a v e  th e  foo tage  b ro a d c a s t  b ec a u s e  he  h o p ed  it w o u ld  lead to a 
d ia logue  a b o u t  dea th  an d  en d  o f  life issues.
A n d  the  b ro a d c a s t  did  succeed  in that.  T h e  day  b efo re  th e  b ro a d c a s t  w as  to  air, B ritish  P r im e  M in is te r  
G o rd o n  B ro w n  to ld  the  B B C , "I b e l ieve  tha t  it is n ec es sa ry  to  e n su re  tha t  the re  is n e v e r  a case  in this 
co u n try  w h e re  a  s ick  o r  e lder ly  pe rson  feels  u n d e r  p re ssu re  to  ag ree  to  an  assis ted  dea th  o r  s o m e h o w  
feels  it is the  ex p e c ted  th in g  to  do. T h a t  is w h y  I h a v e  a lw a y s  o p p o se d  leg is la t ion  for as s is ted  dea ths ."
It s e e m s  the  B ritish  g o v e rn m e n t  w o u ld  like to keep  ass is ted  su ic ide  illegal at h o m e  w h ile  tacitly  
a l lo w in g  th o se  w h o  are  w il l in g  to m a k e  the  tr ip  to S w i tze r lan d  the  f re ed o m  to  do  so w ith o u t  
c o n seq u e n ces .  A l th o u g h  B ritish  law  p ro v id es  fo r  p ro sec u t io n  o f  fam ily  m e m b e rs  w h o  trave l w ith  the  
d ec ea sed  u pon  th e i r  return , n o n e  h a v e  been  cha rged  so far.
T h e  ca se  o f  23 -y ea r-o ld  ru g b y  p la y e r  D an ie l  J a m e s  s tre tched  th e  b o u n d s  o f  as s is ted  su ic ide  b ey o n d  the 
rea lm  o f  te rm inally -i l l  p e o p le  an d  into th o se  w i th  p e rm a n e n t  d isab ili t ies .  J a m e s  w a s  a top - t ie r  rugby  
p la y e r  w h o  had  a  p ro m is in g  fu ture  in th e  sport b e fo re  an in ju ry  on  the  f ield  left h im  p erm a n en t ly  
p a ra ly zed  f rom  the  ches t  dow n . H e  trave led  to S w itze r lan d  a c c o m p a n ie d  by  his paren ts  and  e n d e d  his 
life at D ign i ta s  on  S e p te m b e r  16th, 2007 .
H is  pa ren ts  init ia l ly  o p p o se d  the ir  s o n ’s w ish  to die, bu t  a f te r  he a t tem p ted  su ic ide  several t im es,
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eve n tu a l ly  acqu ie sced  and  a c co m p an ie d  h im  to D ignitas .  R e ce n t ly  th e y  told the B B C  tha t  h is  death  
w as  “ no d o u b t  a w e lc o m e  re l i e f  from  th e  'p rison ' h e  felt h is b o d y  h ad  b e c o m e  and  th e  d a y - to -d a y  fear 
an d  loa th ing  o f  his  l iv ing ex is te n ce .”
J a m e s ’ despa ir  exac t ly  m ir ro rs  the  concerns  m o s t  o f ten  ex p re ssed  by  th o se  w h o  end  the ir  l ives  un d er  
O re g o n 's  law. A  2 0 0 7  su rv e y  o f  O re g o n 's  D ea th  w i th  D ig n i ty  A c t  g a v e  the  m o s t  c o m m o n  reasons  
p a t ien ts  g ave  for w a n t in g  to  end  the ir  lives. “ A s  in p rev io u s  years ,  the  m o s t  f requen t ly  m e n tio n e d  end- 
o f-life  co n c e rn s  w ere :  loss  o f  au tonom y, d ec reas in g  ab i l i ty  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in ac tiv ities  th a t  m a d e  life 
en joyab le ,  and loss o f  d ign ity .”
D isab il i ty  ad v o c a te s  and  re l ig ious  g ro u p s  tha t  o p p o se  p h y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  dea th  see the ir  fears  o f  a 
s l ippery  s lope  rea lized  in Ja m es '  case . H e  w as  so  y o u n g  and  no t te rm in a l ly  ill. H e  w as ,  how ever,  
fac ing  a  life tha t  he felt w o u ld  be em p ty  o f  m ean ing .
T h e  disab il i ty  g ro u p s  res is t  bec au se  th e y  be l ieve  th a t  Ja m e s '  life co u ld  still be m e an in g fu l ,  an d  C a tho lic  
g roups ,  fo r  exam ple ,  be l ieve  th a t  p h y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  d ea th  c h e a p e n s  h u m a n  life. A  p ress  re lease  from 
the  D iocese  o f  H e le n a  quo tes  B ishop  G eo rg e  T h o m a s  say ing ,  “ W e a re  ex trem ely  d isa p p o in te d  in Judge  
M c C ar te r 's  dec is ion .  T h is  dec is ion  ec h o es  d is tu rb in g  ac t io n s  taken  in th e  s ta tes o f  O re g o n  and  
W ash ing ton ,  and  sad ly  th is  b la tan t  d is rega rd  for h u m a n  life has  n o w  been  im por ted  into o u r  ow n  
reg io n .”
T h e  C a tho lic  C h u rch  b e l ieves  th a t  p h y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  su ic ide  c h e a p e n s  h u m a n  life b ec a u s e  it is still 
su ic ide , an d  as such ,  it de s tro y s  so m e th in g  h u m a n s  h a v e  no  r igh t  to  des troy .  “T h e  C h u rch  posit ion  is, 
ea ch  o f  us  w a s  g iven  th e  life w e  have ,  and  s ince  w e  d id n ' t  c rea te  it, it do esn 't  be long  to  u s ,”  says  M oe  
W osepka ,  execu t ive  d irec to r  o f  the  M o n ta n a  C a tho l ic  C o n fe re n ce .  “ T h is  [life] d o e s n ’t  b e lo n g  to  m e , it 
is G o d 's .”
W o sep k a  desc r ibes  life as  so m e th in g  to  sa feg u ard  and  n u r tu re  until it ta k e s  its na tu ra l  cou rse .  A n d  
w h e n  w e  end  life p rem atu re ly ,  w e  act as i f  w e  h a v e  au th o r i ty  to  d o  so. But,  he  adds ,  “ W e don 't  h ave  the 
r igh t .”
H o sp ic e  p ro v id ers  like K a th y  W ise,  a  soc ia l w o rk e r  w ith  th e  B i l l in g s -b a sed  R o c k y  M o u n ta in  H osp ice ,  
c o n s id e r  it the ir  m iss ion  to  m a k e  sure  p eo p le  are  a w a re  o f  all th e i r  end -o f- l i fe  cho ices .  S he  says  tha t  
m o s t  peop le  h ave  ac cess  to  h o sp ic e  care  th ro u g h  M e d ic a id  and  M e d ica re ,  p r iva te  in su ran c e  o r  o the r  
g o v e rn m e n t  p ro g ra m s .  S he  a c k n o w le d g e s  tha t  the  h o m e le s s  need  to c h e c k  into a  she l te r  to  be e l ig ib le  
for M ed ica id ,  an d  tha t  y o u n g  p e o p le  w i th o u t  in su ran c e  w h o  are  s u d d e n ly  s tr icken  w ith  a  te rm ina l 
i llness w ill  need  th e  he lp  o f  a hosp ita l  soc ia l w o rk e r  to  a c c e ss  care.
T h e  m a jor i ty  o f  p e o p le  w h o  need  ho sp ic e  care  are  e i the r  e lde r ly  o r  d isab led  and  are  co v e red  says  W ise. 
O n c e  in ho sp ic e  care, "p e o p le  h av e  a lot o f  c h o ic e s ,” W ise  says. “ T h e y  a lw a y s  h av e  the  r ig h t  to  re fuse  
t re a tm e n t .”
P atien ts  w ith  d iabe te s  can  go  off  d ia lysis ,  th o se  w h o  su ffe r  f rom  lung  d isease  can re fu se  o x y g en ,  and  
pat ien ts  w ith  ad v a n ce d  A lz h e im e r 's  o f ten  su c c u m b  to  un trea ted  p n e u m o n ia  -  all pa in less  w a y s  to go 
ac co rd in g  to  W ise. M a n y  fam ilies  o f  th o se  in ho sp ic e  care  reac t  w ith  d isb e l ie f  w h e n  told, fo r  ex a m p le ,  
tha t  re fu s ing  food ca u se s  little d iscom fort .  In fact, r e fu s ing  t r ea tm e n t  is o f ten  less pa in fu l  than  the  late 
s tages  o f  te rm ina l  ca n ce r  or d iseases  like P a rk in so n 's  o r  A L S .
A n d  n o w  p h y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  su ic id e  is an o th e r  op tion .  W h e n  p a t ien ts  w a n t  to  d iscuss  the  issue. W ise
sim p ly  tells them  tha t  it is legal, and  th e y  they  are  free to p u rsu e  the  issue w ith  the ir  phys ic ian  i f  they  
w ish .
For  her  part, W ise  is n o t  aga in s t  ph y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  su ic ide ,  bu t  no tes  th a t  the  ho sp ic e  does  all it can  to 
m a k e  the ir  patients  as c o m fo r ta b le  as poss ib le  an d  to  g ive  them  m a x im a l  qua l i ty  o f  life to  m a k e  sure  
physic ian -ass is ted  su ic ide  is tru ly  th e  last resort.  Pain con tro l  is a k ey  par t  o f  ho sp ic e  care ,  an d  i f  done  
correctly , W ise  sa y s  th a t  ph y s ic ia n -a ss is ted  su ic ide  w o u ld  be m o s t  o ften  unnecessary .
T h e  d irec tor  o f  sp iritual se rv ices  at R o c k y  M o u n ta in  H o sp ice ,  R ich a rd  V ette l-B ecker,  has  w o rk e d  as a 
chap la in  for 30  years .  H e  cau t ions  tha t  th is  issue is m o re  com p lic a te d  than  the  rhe to r ic  on  e i ther  side.
In h is  w o rk  as a ho sp ic e  chap la in ,  he finds h im s e l f  o ften  co n fron ted  by  th e  com plex i ty .
“ D ea th  is m essy ,"  says  Vette l-Becker,  re fe r r ing  to  th e  em o t io n s  tha t  a r ise  an d  dec is io n s  tha t  need  to  be 
m a d e  du r ing  ho sp ic e  care .  A n d  he says  the  op t io n  o f  assis ted  su ic ide  w ill  m a k e  it even  messier.
I f  a n y o n e  could  be sa id  to  be c o m fo r ta b le  in th e  m id s t  o f  the  m ess ,  it w o u ld  be V ette l-Becker.  In his  
w o rk ,  he says, he  ap p ro a ch es  the  issue pragm atica lly .  H e  says  he is fo r  the  d e c r im in a l iz a t io n  o f  the  act 
for the  sake  o f  the  ph y s ic ia n s  invo lved ,  bu t  w o rr ie s  tha t  ad v o c a te s  are  “ p u sh in g "  assis ted  death .
“ I 'm  aga in s t  th e  rhe to r ic  th a t  i f  y o u  d o n 't  h a v e  th is  op tion ,  then you  are  g o in g  to d ie  a ho rr ib le  d ea th , ’' 
he says.
It looked  as i f  M o n ta n a  leg is la to rs  w e re  m o v in g  to  a d d re ss  the  issue  d u r in g  the  cu r ren t  leg is la t ive  
session ,  w ith  bills b e in g  cra fted  to  e i the r  co d ify  M c C ar te r 's  dec is ion  o r  to  ban  the  p rac t ice  o f  assis ted  
su ic ide .  H ow ever ,  D ic k  Barre tt  (D -M is so u la ) ,  w h o  w a s  c ra f t in g  a  bill to  m a k e  M c C ar te r 's  dec is ion  law, 
and  o p p o n en ts  o f  the  dec is io n  d idn ' t  in tro d u ce  bills either. B a rre t t  c o n f i rm e d  tha t  h e  an d  o the r  
leg is la tors  had  ag reed  no t to in troduce  leg is la tion  a h e ad  o f  th e  S u p re m e  C o u r t  dec is ion ,  sa y in g  tha t  
w o u ld  m a k e  m e a n in g fu l  deba te  on  a  con trove rs ia l  issue difficult .
It seem s tha t  la w m a k e rs  on  bo th  s ides  are  co n ten t  to w a i t  fo r  the  M o n ta n a  S u p re m e  C o u r t  to  issue the ir  
dec is ion  befo re  ad d re ss in g  th e  issue.
M a rk  C onne ll ,  the  a t to rney  fo r  the  p la in tif fs  in th e  rec en t  case ,  says  th e  s ta te  filed its appea l  on  January  
2 7 th. H e is look ing  fo rw ard  to  a rg u in g  th e  case  b e fo re  M o n ta n a 's  h igh  court. .
“ I f  a  person  can  re fu se  life -sav ing  t rea tm e n t ,” h e  says, “ all w e 're  a sk in g  is to  p rov ide  th is  add i t iona l  
m e th o d  to  red u c e  su f fe ring .”
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M o v i n g  f r o m  i l lness  in to  a d v o c a c y
After mastering one method o f  dealing with mental illness, M onique Casbeer brings it to others
“A n d  m y  im p u lse  w a s  to  w a lk  o u t  o f  the  d inner.  B u t  1 th o u g h t ,  1 d o n ' t  h a v e  to  ge t  
w o rk e d  up. 1 can  w o r k  th is  up  or  I can  w o r k  th is  d o w n .”
- M o n iq u e  C a sb e e r
F o r  m a n y  peop le  su ffe ring  from  m en ta l  i l lnesses, ou tpa t ien t  t r e a tm e n ts  can  be hit o r  m iss .  T h o u g h  
s tud ies  sh o w  tha t  th e  co m b in a t io n  o f  ta lk  th e ra p y  and  m e d ica t io n  is m o re  effec tive  than  e i the r  a lone ,  
f ind ing  an  effec tive  th e ra p y  can invo lve  so m e  sh o p p in g  aro u n d ,  esp ec ia l ly  fo r  those  w h o  h a v e  m ult ip le  
d iagnoses .
M o n iq u e  C a sb e e r  has  sh o p p e d  fo r  eve ry th ing :  docto rs ,  d ia g n o ses ,  m e d ic a t io n s  and  the rap ies .  A b o u t  
four  years  ago , she  f inally  found  a the rapy  tha t  w o rk e d  to  keep  h e r  f la r ing  te m p e r  an d  m a n ic  instab il i ty  
u n d e r  contro l .  A fte r  m a s te r in g  its m e th o d ,  sh e  ded ica ted  h e r s e l f  to  t e a c h in g  th e  te c h n iq u e s  to  o thers .
T oday  she  looks c o m fo r ta b le  in the  m id s t  o f  the  an t ique-s to re  chaos  th a t  is h e r  l iv ing room .
She is w ea r in g  sw ea tp an ts ,  s l ippers  and  a  pas te l  top ,  and  she  is c a su a l ly  s lo u c h e d  d o w n  into h e r  anc ien t  
couch . T h e  living room  around  h e r  can 't  h ave  been  up d a ted  s ince  th e  70s  -  w o o d  p a n e l in g  and  all.
T w o  m a ss iv e  o rgans  stand  ou t f rom  the  p iles  o f  d u s ty  b ooks ,  o ld e lec tron ics ,  k n ic k -k n a c k s  and  garage  
sa le  i tem s th a t  she 's  saved . A  h o m e -b u i l t  com pu te r ,  w ith  its ins ides  sh o w in g ,  h u m s  on  a sm all  desk  
n ex t  to o f  the  o rgans .  O n e  pa th  th ro u g h  the  m e ss  leads  f rom  th e  f ron t  d o o r  to  the  couch ,  an d  f rom  the 
co uch  to  th e  k itchen.
T h e  sy m p to m s  o f  her  ob se ss iv e  c o m p u ls iv e  h a v e  ch a n g e d  o v e r  th e  y ea rs :  f irst a  p a ra lyz ing  
per fec tion ism , then  an  o b se ss io n  w i th  c h e c k in g  an d  r e -c h e c k in g  th in g s  like locks  on  doors ,  and  n o w  a 
c o m p u ls io n  to  hoard .
H e r  A sp erg er 's  - a m ild  form  o f  au t ism  - m a k e s  th e  c o m p le x i ty  o f  soc ia l s i tua t ions  ha rd  to  nav igate .  
W h e n  so m e o n e  g ree ts  her, for ex a m p le ,  she 'll  ta k e  a b o u t  o n e  and  a h a l f  s e c o n d s  too  long  to  respond .  
H e r  flat a f fec t and  m o n o to n e  v o ic e  so m e t im e s  leave p e o p le  th in k in g  she 's  u n in te res ted  in w h a t  they  
h ave  to say. T h e  con d i t io n  a lso  h a m p e rs  her  abili ty  to  recall  faces. “ I th in k  th a t  is p ro ce ssed  in a 
h o rr ib ly  ine ff ic ien t part  o f  m y  b ra in ,’' she  says.
D esp i te  all that, C a sb e e r  can  be  an effec tive  c o m m u n ic a to r .  A f te r  a  l ife long  s tru g g le  w i th  m en ta l  
illness, she  has found  a t r ea tm e n t  sy s tem  tha t  is w o rk in g  fo r  her, an d  is n o w  te a c h in g  th a t  sy s tem  to 
o th e rs  w ith  m en ta l  il lnesses, an d  ju s t  a b o u t  a n y o n e  else  w h o  w ill  lis ten.
B efo re  she  found  R e co v e ry  In terna t ional ,  the  sy s tem  th a t  ch a n g e d  her  a p p ro a c h  to  h e r  illness, she  w as  
unab le  to contro l her  f requen t  em o tio n a l  ou tbu rs ts .  A rg u m e n ts  w ith  h e r  fa the r  w o u ld  q u ic k ly  esca la te ,  
o f ten  w ith  C a sb ee r  th rea ten in g  suic ide .
“ D ad  w a s  ge t t ing  m e  so  upse t tha t  I w o u ld  lo c k  m y s e l f  in the  b a th ro o m  w ith  a gun  an d  th rea ten  to  kill 
m yse lf ,  ”  she  says. T h e se  a rg u m e n ts  d idn 't  s ta rt  o f f  b ig ; th e y  m ig h t  b e  a rg u m e n ts  a b o u t  ta k in g  ca re  o f  
the  h o u se  o r  a b o u t  C a sb ee r 's  ten se  re la t ionsh ip  w ith  h e r  s tepm other.
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“ Jus t  abou t ev e ry th in g  he  sa id w a s  up se t t in g  m e ,”  C a sb e e r  says. T h e se  e p iso d e s  w e n t  on  fo r  a b o u t  a 
y ea r  until d o c to rs  pu t her  on  m o o d  stab il izers  used  to  trea t  b ip o la r  d isorder .
Indeed ,  o nce  she  w a s  tak ing  the  stab ilizers ,  she  found  her  m o o d s  m u c h  m o re  m a n ag e ab le .  B ut it w asn ' t  
until she  jo in e d  a  R e c o v e ry  In terna t ional  su p p o r t  g ro u p  th a t  she  b egan  to  feel she  had  a h an d le  on her  
te n d e n c y  to  “ get w o rk e d  up .”
D ev e lo p ed  in the  1930s an d  40s  by  Dr. A b ra h a m  Low, th e  th in k in g  beh ind  R e c o v e ry  In terna t ional  is his 
early  b rand  o f  cogn i t ive  behav io ra l  therapy . T h e  idea  is th a t  p eo p le  m a y  no t be ab le  to  con tro l  events ,  
bu t  th e y  can learn to  contro l  the ir  th in k in g  a b o u t  them .
F o r  exam ple ,  a  d r iv e r  ca n n o t  contro l  th e  o th e r  m oto r is ts  on  the  road. S he  a lso  ca n n o t  contro l  the  rush 
o f  ad renaline  and  flash o f  an g e r  tha t  c o m e s  w ith  b e in g  cu t  o f f  in traffic.  L o w 's  p rem ise ,  h ow ever ,  is 
tha t  th rough  m en ta l  tra in ing , she  can  p rev e n t  tha t  initial fear  an d  a n g e r  from  tu rn in g  into road  rage.
H e  a im ed  his m e th o d  at th o se  a l re ad y  s tru g g l in g  w ith  b ip o la r  d isorder ,  d ep re ss io n ,  and  anxiety ,  as w ell  
as sch izophren ia .
“ H e  ju s t  go t t ired, as a  psychia tris t ,  o f  se e in g  the  sa m e  p eo p le  c o m in g  o u t  o f  th e  hosp ita l  over  and 
over,  and  he found  tha t  w ith  th is  m e thod ,  p eo p le  s tayed  ou t o f  th e  h o sp i ta l ,” C a s b e e r  says.
P racti t ioners  o f  L o w 's  m e th o d  use  'spo tt ings '  -  sh o r t  m e m o r iz e d  m en ta l  c u e s  th a t  a im  to  sho r tcu t  the  
initial im pulse .  T h e y  are  P ost- I ts  fo r  th e  bra in  that,  to  the  un in it ia ted ,  so u n d  a  b it  l ike Biblical 
passages .  E x a m p le s  :
•E x c u se  ra the r  than  ac cu se  fo r  the  sake  o f  o u r  m en ta l  hea lth .
•P eop le  do  th in g s  th a t  a n n o y  us no t  to  a n n o y  us.
•W e are  all appren tices .
•D on 't  dig, p robe ,  and  ana lyze.
•F u m b le  all you  w an t  as long  as  y o u  co n t in u e  to function .
A s  a  n e w c o m e r  to  th e  g roup ,  C a s b e e r  fo u n d  it had  a  bit o f  a lea rn ing  cu rv e  b u t  se n sed  th a t  it co u ld  he lp  
h e r  contro l  h e r  ou tburs ts .  “ It w a s  c o n fu s in g  at first, b u t  the  p eo p le  w e re  n ice ,  and  it s e e m e d  to  be  all 
a b o u t  h o w  no t to  get u p se t .” she  says .  “ A n d  I k n e w  I had  b e e n  b o u n c in g  a ro u n d  a lot.”
It w a sn ' t  long  befo re  she  h ad  ch o s e n  a  fe w  o f  her  favorite  sp o t t in g s  and  w a s  t ry in g  to u se  them  in 
s tressful s ituations.  T h e  ph rases  “ You are  en t i t led  to  y o u r  initial s ta r t le ,” and  “ You can 't  do  too  m uch  
a b o u t  y o u r  true  fee lings,  bu t  you  can  c h a n g e  y o u r  th o u g h ts  and  con tro l  y o u r  im p u lses ,” resona ted .
S o o n  she w as  ab le  to rec o g n ize  h e r  an g ry  flares  fo r  w h a t  th e y  w e re  an d  a t  least  t ry  to  invoke  a spo tt ing  
ap p ro p r ia te  to  tha t  s ituation .  “T h e  first t im e  I used  R e c o v e ry  w e  w e re  at d in n e r  at a  res tau ran t ,  and  [her 
s tepm othe r]  sa id o n e  o f  h e r  th ings ,  an d  all I cou ld  th ink  a b o u t  w as ,  th is  is on e  o f  the  th in g s  tha t  rea lly  
b ugs  m e . R ea l ly  rea lly  b u g s  m e ,” she  says. “ A n d  m y  im p u lse  w a s  to  w a lk  ou t o f  th e  d inner. B u t  I 
tho u g h t ,  I don 't  h ave  to  g e t  w o rk e d  up. 1 can w o rk  th is  up  o r  I can  w o r k  th is  d o w n .  A n d  I w'as t ry in g  to 
th in k  o f  the  spo tt ing  fo r  th is  s ituation ,  bu t  by  then  she  had  m o v e d  on  to a n o th e r  topic ,  and  b y  th e n  I w as  
o v e r  m y  ang ry  flare -  w h ic h  w a s  g ood  bec au se  I rea lized  I had n 't  d r iven  the re ,  an d  it w o u ld  be a  long  
w a y  h o m e .”
A fte r  that, it b e c a m e  easier. “ It w o rk e d  w h e n  I go t  a  [traffic] t icke t .” A n d  also  w h e n  she go t into a  car
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acc iden t.  “ I w as  a  lot m o re  ca lm  and  co l lec ted  than  I w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n / '  she  says.
T h e  d if fe rence  b e tw een  the  un tra ined  and  unm e d ica te d  C a s b e e r  an d  h e r  p sy c h ica l ly  a rm e d  coun te rpar t  
w a s  one o f  n igh t  and  day. She n e e d ed  the  m e d ica t io n  to e s c a p e  the  ro lle r  co a s te r  o f  her  m a n ic  sw ings,  
an d  she needed  the  R e co v e ry  t ra in ing  to  contro l  e m o tio n a l  ou tburs ts .  S he  cred its  the  m o o d  stab ilizers  
w ith  he lp ing  to  end  the  fights w ith  her  dad . “ S o m e t im e s  the  m e d s  w e re  at a h igh  en o u g h  level, I cou ld  
to le ra te  w h a t  dad sa id ,” she says. “ B ut w h en  th e y  w e r e n ’t, I’d b e  c ra sh in g ."
A n d  for C asbeer ,  c ra sh ing  m e a n t  s tay ing  up fo r  n ig h ts  at a t im e  an d  often  h av in g  su ic ida l  though ts ,  
“ B esides  the  gun th ing, 1 had  o the r  c rea tive  p la n s ,”  she says. D r o w n in g  an d  ju m p i n g  from  a  b r idge  
w ere  am o n g  the  m e th o d s  she favored . “ I w a sn ' t  j u s t  a  o n e  m e th o d  th inker ,”  sh e  says. “ I w a s  defin ite ly  
th in k in g  se rious ly  a b o u t  it. W ays tha t  w e re n ' t  so g ross ."
She ta lks  a b o u t  her  des ire  to d isappear,  no t her  des ire  to  die. In d a rk  m o o d s  sh e  w o u ld  fan tas ize  abou t 
ju m p in g  into a  r iver  an d  d ro w n in g ,  leav ing  h e r  fam ily  to  w o n d e r  w h e re  she w as .
She says  she 's  on ly  a t tem p ted  su ic ide  once ,  w h e n  sh e  w as  at co l lege .  “  I w a s  rea lly  co n fu se d ,  and 
h av in g  tro u b le  in school,  and  ju s t  felt w re tc h e d ,” C a s b e e r  says .  “ I ca m e  h o m e  f rom  schoo l  an d  to o k  a 
b u n ch  o f  pills .”
A h azy  m e m o ry  m a k e s  it d if ficu lt  to  recall  h e r  h o sp i ta l iza t ion  and  recovery ,  bu t  she  d o e s  r e m e m b e r  
be in g  ang ry  at h av in g  failed  in h e r  a t tem pt.  “A t  th e  t im e  1 th o u g h t ,  'N ex t  t im e  I will th in k  o f  a  bet ter  
w ay . '”
F or  a  t im e afte r  she  phys ica l ly  recovered ,  she  sa y s  sh e  w a s  u n a b le  to  feel m u c h  em otiona lly .  She 's  not 
sure  i f  tha t  w as  bec au se  o f  h e r  m en ta l  i l lness, th e  m e d ic a t io n s  sh e  w a s  on o r  “ju s t  b e c au se ."
H e r  th e n -u n d ia g n o se d  m en ta l  illness, co u p led  w ith  sev ere  a l le rg ie s  th a t  d o c to rs  co u ld n 't  p in d o w n ,  left 
h e r  fee ling  hope less .  “ I w a sn ' t  fu nc t ion ing  m e n ta l ly  w e l l ,”  sh e  says ,  an d  I w a s n ' t  fu nc t ion ing  
phys ica l ly  w e ll .”
C a sb e e r  is q u ic k  to co u n te r  the  m y th  tha t  m a n ic  s y m p to m s  are  d es ira b le  o r  fun ,  th o u g h  it m a y  seem  
tha t  way. “ W h e n  I 'm  at m y  m o s t  m a n ic  I laugh  m o r e ,” sh e  says.  B u t  she  finds h e r s e l f  la u g h in g  at odd 
t im es ,  o r  even  c o m p le te ly  inapp rop r ia te  t im es .  It s e e m s  m o re  like a  n e rv o u s  reac tion  than  a reac tion  to 
so m e th in g  funny. “ M a n ia  is no  fun at al l ,”  sh e  says .  “ It's n o t  fun to  laugh  at th ings  th a t  a ren 't  funny. “
S ince her  docto rs  at the  t im e  w e re n ' t  ab le  to m a n a g e  h e r  m e n ta l  illness, she  th o u g h t  sh e  w a s  d o o m e d  to 
be m ise rab le  forever.  T h a t  fee ling  o f  h o p e le ssn e ss  t r ig g e re d  h e r  su ic id e  a t tem pt.
T h a t 's  th e  p ligh t  o f  those  w ith  ch ron ic  m en ta l  illness. H o w e v e r  w ell  th e y  m a y  h ave  co ped  in th e  past, 
the  on ly  p lace  h u m a n s  feel an y th in g  is in th e  now. It's ea sy  to  b e l iev e  th a t  to m o r r o w  w ill  feel like 
today, e spec ia l ly  i f  to d a y  felt  a s  m ise rab le  as yes terday .
It's these  cogn i t ive  d is to rt ions  tha t  psych ia t r is ts  and  th e ra p is ts  he lp  the ir  p a t ien ts  fight.  D is to r t io n s  like, 
“ M y  fam ily  w o u ld  b e  be t te r  o f f  w i th o u t  m e .” o r  “ I w ill  feel m ise rab le  fo rever ,” o r  “ S u ic ide  is the  on ly  
o p t io n .” M o s t  n o n -d ep resse d  p eo p le  can  argue  ag a in s t  th e se  ideas; su ffe re rs  o ften  cannot.
C l in ic ians  like K ev in  W elt and  D a v id  B row n , bo th  p sy c h ia t r is ts  a t  th e  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  M on tana ,  
rec o g n ize  the  d ifficu lty  o f  so m e o n e  pu ll ing  th e m se lv e s  up b y  th e i r  o w n  boo ts t raps ,  so m e th in g  that,
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w ith  the  aid o f  m ed ica t ion ,  C a sb e e r  se em s  to h av e  done.
“ W h e n  you are  dep ressed  and  despair ing ,  it's v e ry  hard  to instill tha t  h o p e  in yo u rse lf . ’' B ro w n  says. 
“ O n e  th ing  I ask  is 'W h y  no t delay? ' to g e t  su ic ide  o f f  the  table. W e m a y  be barga in ing ,  b u t  it's ju s t  to 
buy  t im e  for m e d ica t ion  to  he lp  o r  th ings  to  c h a n g e . ’’
T a k i n g  o v e r  a t  R i v e r  H o u s e
Three  years  o f  p rac tic ing  w h a t  she lea rned  in th e  su p p o r t  g ro u p  has  m a d e  C a s b e e r  into a m u c h  ca lm er  
person .  It has  a lso  e n a b le d  h e r  to  co-fac il i ta te  th e  g ro u p  she had  jo in e d  th ree  yea rs  before.
T h e  goal,  she says, is to  rep ro g ra m  y o u r  brain . A n d  she 's  had  su c ce ss  h e lp in g  a g roup  o f  p e o p le  w h o  
m e e t  at M issou la 's  R iv e r  H o u se  and  a  g ro u p  o f  p a t ien ts  a t  th e  sta te  hosp ita l  in W arm  S p rin g s  do  ju s t  
that.
“ W e h a v e  seen so m e  o f  the  b igges t  im p ro v e m e n ts  in so m e  o f  th e  s ic k es t  p e o p le ,” she  says, re fe r r ing  to 
h e r s e l f  and her  su p e rv iso r  and  co-fac ili ta to r ,  C h a r lo t te  M o ran .
C a sb e e r  rela tes how, at the  sta te  hosp ita l,  several  p a t ien ts  w h o  w e re  ro u t in e ly  ge t t ing  in phys ica l  fights 
w ere  ab le  to  be d isc h a rg ed  af te r  go in g  th ro u g h  th e  R e c o v e ry  p ro g ra m  there.
C he ry l  E am on ,  m a n a g e r  o f  rec rea tion  and  rehab il i ta t ion  fo r  th e  sta te  hosp i ta l ,  says  th a t  th e  g ro u p  not 
on ly  he lps  peop le  to  leave  th e  hosp ita l,  it k e e p s  them  f rom  c o m in g  back .  “ It h e lp s  th e m  stay  
d ischarged ,  bec au se  th e y  h a v e  suppo r t  in the  c o m m u n i ty  w h e r e  th e y  l ive ,” E a m o n  says. “T h e y  h ave  a 
peer  g roup ,  w h ich  a lot o f  the  p eo p le  w h o  leave here  d o n 't  h a v e .”
A t  R iv e r  H ouse ,  a  d ay  t r ea tm e n t  cen te r  fo r  the  m e n ta l ly  ill, C a s b e e r  is c h a l le n g ed  by  th e  d if fe rences  in 
cogn i t ive  abili ty  w ith in  th e  g roup .  B ut,  she  says, even  th o se  w h o  are  qu ite  lo w -fu n c t io n in g  can 
im p ro v e  the ir  qua l i ty  o f  life.
O n e  w o m a n  w ith  w h o m  she has w o rk e d  is nea r ly  n o n -v e rb a l .  C a s b e e r  d isc o v e red  th a t  she  w a s  scared  
by  the  sight o f  b lood  on  te lev is ion ,  and  w a s  b e c o m in g  in c reas ing ly  fearfu l tha t  the re  w as  g o in g  to  be a 
w a r  c lo se  to  hom e .  T h is  w o m a n  w a tc h e d  a  lot o f  TV, and  p e rh a p s  w a s  c o n fu se d  by th e  im ages  she  saw  
o f  U.S. se rv icem en  a t  w a r  in Iraq and  A fg h a n is ta n .
T re a tm en t  fo r  her, ac co rd in g  to th e  R e c o v e ry  m o d e l ,  w a s  to  tra in  h e r  n o t  to  dw ell  on  d is tu rb in g  im ages .
“ O n c e  w e  rea lized  tha t  she  th in k s  in im ages ,  w e  w e re  ab le  to w o r k  w ith  h e r  an d  f ind  im a g es  th a t  w ere  
co m fo r t in g ,” says  Casbeer .
T h e  w o m a n 's  fearfu l ep iso d es  b ec am e  less f re q u en t  th e  less T V  she w a tc h e d  - and  th e  m o re  sh e  w o rk e d  
w ith  C a sb ee r  and M o ran .
B es ides  h e lp in g  o th e rs  dea l  w ith  the ir  m e n ta l  i l lnesses ,  C a sb ee r 's  ro le  as a  fac ili ta to r  in bo th  g ro u p s  has 
increased  her  co n f id e n ce  and  ab i l i ty  to  re la te  to  p eop le ,  ac c o rd in g  to E am o n .  “ She 's  rea lly  im p ro v ed  
h erse lf ,” she  says. “ W h e n  she first c a m e  sh e  w a s  rea lly  quie t,  n o w  sh e  rea lly  in te racts  w ith  the  
p a t ien ts .”
W h e n  a sked  i f  o th e rs  w ith  m en ta l  i l lnesses  see  h e r  as an  insp ira t ion ,  C a s b e e r  ad m its  h av in g  h ea rd  tha t  a
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fe w  tim es  bu t rem a in s  hum ble .  S he  sa y s  her  p r io ri ty  n o w  is to  k eep  fu n c t io n in g  well so she can  finish 
her  m aste r 's  degree  in c o m p u te r  sc ien c e  and  co n t in u e  w o rk in g  w ith  the  R e c o v e ry  group .
H e r  em p h as is  on  ' func tion ing ' m ir ro rs  the  R e c o v e ry  In terna t ional  literature, w h ich  s tresses  tha t  
' func tion ing ' in the  w orld  is the  goal .  F o r  so m e  w ith  se rious  m en ta l  i l lnesses ,  func t ion ing  can ju s t  m ean  
be ing  ab le  to leave th e  house ,  get g roceries ,  and  re tu rn  hom e .  F or  C asbeer ,  it m ig h t  m e an  b e in g  ab le  to 
hand le  life's d isa p p o in tm en ts  w i th o u t  h av in g  a  m e ltd o w n .
F u n c t io n in g  does  not m e an  the  ab s e n c e  o f  sy m p to m s ,  and  it do esn 't  nec es sa r i ly  co r re sp o n d  to  fee ling  
h a p p y  o r  content.
B u t  func tion ing  is n ecessa ry  for h a v in g  a full life o u ts id e  o f  an inst itu tion ,  and  that 's  a  life th a t  C a sb ee r  
is de te rm in e d  to  help  her  peers  ac h ie v e  fo r  them se lves .
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Kendall, Pat -  m other o f  suicide victim
Kuntz, M a t t - N A M I - M o n ta n a  executive director
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O'Malley, M aureen -  M issoula  County  Suicide Prevention Coordinator 
Sperling, A ndrew  -  lobbyist for N A M I 
Stewart, Geri -  N A M I m em ber
Tucker, Pat -  head o f  the M ontana  chapter o f  C om passion and Choices, an aid-in-dying group
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Welt, Kevin, Ph.D -  Psychologist at Curry and director o f  it's Counseling and Psychological Services
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